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ABSTRACT
FROM SERVITUDE TO FREEDOM: GENDER, LABOR, AND DOMESTIC
RELATIONS AMONG ENSLAVED WOMEN AND FREED WOMEN IN
LOUISIANA'S SUGAR COUNTRY, 1850-1870
by Elizabeth Michelle Talbot
August 2013
In the sugar parishes of Louisiana, enslaved people endured high mortality rates
and declining populations at the height of the harsh slave regime in the mid-twentieth
century. This resulted from regional disease, brutal working conditions, and a skewed sex
ratio where enslaved men consistently outnumbered enslaved women. Following
emancipation, freedwomen attempted to rebuild their families and community amid the
tumultuous environment that defined the sugar parishes. This thesis utilizes Freedmen's
Bureau records, American Missionary Association correspondence, census data, and local
newspapers to argue that freedwomen sought to gain control over their labor, bodies,
relationships, and children in the postbellum era as they were legally free from slavery' s
constraints. By building upon both Richard Follett's and John Rodrigue's studies of
Louisiana's sugar parishes, this thesis places African American women's experiences at
the forefront of the region' s historiography, where women have been noticeably absent.
Through an analysis of labor complaints and domestic disputes filed by freedwomen in
the 1860s, this study illustrates that freedwomen were active participants in the transition
from slavery to freedom in Louisiana's sugar country.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
"So, slavery must disappear for evenAmerica must become indeed
a land of freedom
and the Africans must here
become an independent people
wise, good, and greatraising their own cotton, rice, sugar, fruits" 1
On December 18, 1867, a former slave named Julia Arnt traveled to the
Freedmen's Bureau headquarters in Terrebonne Parish, Louisiana. Upon her arrival, Arnt
filed a complaint against her employer, Mr. Atkinson, for beating her "in an unmerciful
manner" with a ratchet handle and his fist. 2 Just one day later, several freedmen and.
freedwomen followed Arnt's footsteps and traveled to Terrebonne's Bureau headquarters
to file various complaints against Atkinson. A Bureau agent went to the plantation where
Mr. Atkinson "cursed the Bureau and threatened to shoot the hands if they bothered him
further" about his mistreatment. 3 Two days later, Atkinson reached an agreement with the
Freedmen' s Bureau and subsequently paid his laborers. By filing a complaint against
Atkinson's unfair treatment, Arnt sought to protect her body and labor. Arnt's complaint
was just one of the many claims freedwomen filed as they laid the foundation for African
American citizenship during Reconstruction in Louisiana's sugar parishes.
Upon emancipation in 1863, slaves throughout the sugar parishes faced the
daunting task of beginning their new lives as free persons. Formerly enslaved women

1

Letter from J.G. Moore to father, July 24, 1862, American Home Missionary Association ·
Manuscripts: New Orleans, LA, Roll 1, Letter No. 45348.
2
Complaint of Julia Arnt, 18 Dec. 1867, Journal of Business, ser. 296, vol. 5, LA Asst. Comr., RG
105.
3
Complaint of Julia Arnt, 18 Dec. 1867, Journal of Business, ser. 296, vol. 5, LA Asst. Comr., RG
105.
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attempted to reunite their broken families and to formalize relationships previously
unrecognized by the federal or state government. This thesis argues that freedwomen
filed labor complaints and domestic disputes with the Freedmen's Bureau to claim
control over their bodies and work schedules in postbellum Louisiana. Freedwomen' s
postemancipation political activities stemmed from their masters' oppressive treatment
throughout the antebellum period. By investigating Freedmen's Bureau records,
American Missionary Association records, census data, and newspaper articles, this work
illustrates that freedwomen were vital participants in the transition from slavery to
freedom in Louisiana's distinct sugar parishes.

Louisiana Sugar Parishes (1850 - 1870)

{
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D
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Figure 1. Map of Louisiana' s Sugar Parishes from 1850-1870. The sugar parishes are
represented by the lined section. Map recreated by Michael Maret, based off map
originally created by Robert F. Pace in Richard Follett's Sugar Masters.

.

This thesis investigates the activities of enslaved women and freedwomen in

Louisiana's sugar parishes, a region that was infamous for its harsh labor regime and
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environment. Despite the challenging climate, the region's sugarcane industry was the
backbone of southern Louisiana's economy during the mid-nineteenth century. Sugar
planters invested in large numbers of slaves, advanced machinery, and large plantations,
using profits from the region' s unforgiving environment. In order to investigate black
women's political activism in the postbellum period, it is imperative to first understand
the culture of sugar production in antebellum Louisiana. In 1850, the sugar parishes
produced 226,000 hogsheads of sugar, which accounted for 91.23 percent of the nation's
4

sugar crop. To produce such large quantities of sugar, planters flocked to the slave
markets to capitalize on their cane fields during the apex of sugar production throughout
the 1850s.5
An imbalanced sex division and declining population added to the distinctiveness
of Louisiana' s sugar country. As planters bought large numbers of young male slaves to
work their estates, this created a skewed sex ratio in the sugar parishes. Throughout the
region, enslaved men consistently outnumbered enslaved women. At the pinnacle of
sugar production in 1850, the twenty-four sugar parishes contained 164,038 slaves. 6 Of
this large labor force, enslaved women totaled 79,100 while enslaved men totaled
7

84,938. The skewed sex ratio is better illustrated when one explores the populations of
individual parishes. In 1850, St. Mary parish consisted of 5,460 black males and 4,390
8

females. The slave community in the sugar parishes was also a declining population. In

4

Robert Armstrong, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1850; (Washington D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1853), vol. 2, p. 486: Francis A. Walker, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1870;
(Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1872), vol. 4, pp. 702-703.
5
Richard Follett, The Sugar Masters: Planters and Slaves in Louisiana 's Cane World, 1820-1860
(Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2007), 49-64.
6
Armstrong, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1850; 1850 Census, vol. I, p. 473.
7
Armstrong, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1850; 1850 Census, vol. I, p. 4 73.
8
Armstrong, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1850; 1850 Census, vol. 1, p. 473.

4
1850, 2,896 slaves were born while 3,519 died. 9 These numbers illustrate that the sugar
parishes lost 623 slaves during the height of sugar production in 1850. The imbalanced
sex ratio and declining population reveal the harsh environment that enslaved women
faced as they attempted to rebuild their community during Reconstruction in Louisiana's
sugar country.
· Enslaved women played vital roles for the success of Louisiana's sugar
production in the only nineteenth-century American labor regime to have a naturally
decreasing slave population. Their work duties revolved around production and
reproduction, as slave masters bought women as both field hands and sexual capital. In
his seminal work detailing Louisiana's antebellum sugar labor regime, Richard Follett
argues that slave owners were motivated by capitalism, efficiency, and profit, and were
not concerned with their slaves' welfare. 10 Planters expected pregnant enslaved women to
work in the cane fields until the onset of labor and then to return to the fields a few days
after delivery. Sugar masters developed a highly industrialized work regime that kept
slaves on task to ensure maximum profit. 11 This thesis builds upon Follett's study but
investigates how the brutal slave regime in Louisiana's sugar country prompted
freedpeople to protect their familial bonds in the postemancipation era.
Despite, or perhaps because of the daily horrors Louisiana slaves faced,
relationships and family ties were still important among the slave community in the sugar
parishes. Ann Patton Malone's study of three southern Louisiana slave communities
illustrates that slave relationships were "plastic, not fixed," as bondspeople constantly
9

Armstrong, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1850; 1850 Census, vol. 1, p. 475.
Follett, T,'h e Sugar Masters, 66.
11
Follett, The Sugar Masters, 7. For more information on regimented labor regimes in the
antebellum South, see Mark Smith, Mastered by the Clock: Time, Slavery, and Freedom in the American
South (Chapel Hill, NC: University ofNorth Carolina Press, 1997), 97-109.
10

5
sought to strengthen or rebuild relationships. 12 Their determination to protect their
families continued throughout the postemancipation period. To assert their rights as
newly-freed persons, freedwomen went to the Bureau to solve labor disputes, find
employment, demand full custody of their children, secure compensation, and to unite
their families amid the chaos of the postbellum era.
Reconstruction in Louisiana was characterized by tense race relations, an unstable
sugar economy, and violence. John Rodrigue argues that some aspects of sugar
production, such as absentee planters, the slave majority, and the gang labor system
enabled the freed community to gain a measure of economic and political freedom. 13
However, newly-freed slaves were unable to overcome white patriarchy and racism. As
Rebecca Scott shows, full citizenship was nearly impossible to achieve for African
Americans in Louisiana's sugar parishes. 14 Former slaves from Cuba's sugar-producing
region gained recognition as citizens by the early-twentieth century. However,
Louisiana's white community still did not view former slaves in the sugar parishes as
legal citizens by the end of Reconstruction even though the law recognized their legal
standing by 1868.

15

Regardless of the defiant white population, Freedmen's Bureau

records reveal the freedwomen' s efforts to provide for their community in the 1860s.
Even though Follett, Rodrigue, and Scott detail the harsh realities of production in
the sugar parishes throughout the nineteenth century, African American women's
12

Ann Paton Malone, Sweet Chariot: Slave Family and Household Structure in NineteenthCentury Louisiana (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), x i.
13
John Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the Cane Fields: From Slavery to Free Labor in Louisiana's
Sugar Parishes, 1862-1880 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2001).
14
Rebecca Scott, Degrees ofFreedom: Louisiana and Cuba After Slavery (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2005).
15
After Louisiana ratified the Fourteenth Amendment, which gave all citizens citizenship
regardless of race, "Louisiana was readmitted to the Union in June 1868." Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the
Cane Fields, 98. For more information on Louisiana's implementation of the Fourteenth Amendment, see
Scott, Degrees ofFreedom, 42, 62, 93, 193.
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perspectives are largely omitted from the historical narrative. This study is a bridge
between the diverse scholarship on Louisiana's sugar slavery and Reconstruction in the
region provided by Follett, Rodrigue, and Scott. My study connects the history of
enslaved women in antebellum Louisiana to the political activity of freedwomen in
postbellum sugar country. Furthermore, this thesis seeks to advance the region's
scholarship by emphasizing the importance of African American women in the transition
from servitude to freedom in the sugar parishes.
This thesis engages with the recent historiographical trend that highlights African
American women's efforts to gain economic and political freedom in the immediate
postbellum era. For example, Elizabeth Regosin argues that former slave women
throughout the South sought recognition for their families and relationships as legal
citizens, regardless of former white slave owners. 16 Freedwomen endured numerous
complications in this process as the federal government did not understand ex-slaves'
family structures, naming traditions, and fluid gender roles. However, Regosin contends
that despite political setbacks and white violence, "slave family ties were much stronger
than whites imagined and those ties endured when slavery ended." 17 Building upon
Regosin's methodology, this work focuses on freedwomen's efforts to claim citizenship
in the sugar parishes of Louisiana.
Following emancipation and the end of the Civil War, former slave women
throughout the South sought to act as free persons since they were no longer constrained
by their antebellum slave status. Recently, Leslie Schwalm, NoraLee Frankel, and Susan
O'Donovan have investigated the centrality of black women in the transition to freedom
16

Elizabeth Regosin, Freedom's Promise: Ex-Slave Families and Citizenship in the Age of
Emancipation (Charlottesville, VA: University Press of Virginia, 2002).
17
Regosin, Freedom 's Promise, 15.
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in South Carolina, Georgia, and Mississippi in multiple regional studies. Schwalm
contends that ex-slave women in South Carolina's lowcountry sought to redefine their
lives as freedpeople in accordance with their own values, not those of white society. 18
When freedwomen quit working in the fields after emancipation, stunned southern
planters described the mass exodus as "female loaferism." 19 However, Schwalm argues
that freedwomen withdrew from labor to structure their schedules around their families'
needs. Building upon Schwalm's argument, Frankel states that freedwomen in
Mississippi voluntarily ceased working because they "wanted and needed more time for

°

their families." 2 Furthermore, O'Donovan illustrates that enslaved women in Southwest
Georgia manipulated their roles as domestics, travelers, producers, and workers to claim
citizenship in the postemancipation period. 21 While these historians have documented
African American women's roles in their transitions to freedom throughout the
postbellum South, no such study exists for Louisiana's sugar country. This thesis proves
that freedwomen in Louisiana's sugar parishes, similar to other regions, used their roles
as mothers and workers to gain control of their families, resolve labor conflicts, and
demand financial support from absent husbands.
By utilizing a gendered methodology, this thesis illuminates larger societal
connections between gender roles, political conflicts, and violence during Louisiana's
Reconstruction period.

18

22

This thesis reveals that white society' s notions of gender roles

Leslie Schwalm, A Hard Fight for We: Women's Transition from Slavery to Freedom in South
Carolina (Chicago, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1997).
19
Schwalm, A Hard Fight for We, 206.
2
°NoraLee Frankel, Freedom's Women: Black Women and Families in Civil War Mississippi
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999), xi.
21
Susan O'Donovan, Becoming Free in the Cotton South (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2007).
22
For an overview of gender as a tool of historical analysis see Joan Wallach Scott, Gender and the
Politics of History: Gender and Culture (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1988).
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greatly influenced freedwomen's efforts to gain recognition as free persons and laborers
in the sugar parishes. Laura Edwards shows that gender, race, and class constructions
shaped Reconstruction in Granville County, North Carolina.

23

Despite the freed

community's efforts, they were unable to overcome disenfranchisement, vigilante
violence, and white male patriarchy in their community. Edwards's use oflegal history in
correlation with Freedmen's Bureau records provides a methodological model for this
study. White society's conceptions of gender also influenced postemancipation violence
throughout the South. Hannah Rosen, employing a gendered lens to investigate
postemancipation violence, argues that the southern whites enacted violence against
former slave women by justifying their actions since black women were "openly
promiscuous."24 The many labor complaints, domestic disputes, and court proceedings
from Louisiana's sugar region also show that ideals of gender pervaded freedwomen's
postemancipation political activities.
Freedwomen entered the political sphere to protect their private sphere as they
filed labor and domestic disputes with the Freedmen's Bureau throughout southern
Louisiana's sugar region. The numerous complaints show that freedwomen in the sugar
parishes were more successful in their pleas to Bureau agents if they had children, needed
financial assistance to care for their families, and if they appeared to be ideal domestic
women. Mary Kaiser-Farmer argues that the Bureau acted in accordance with northern
notions of domesticity and dependency, with little regard to the former slaves' cultural

23

Laura Edwards, Gendered Strife & Confusion: The Political Culture of Reconstruction (Urbana,
IL: University of Illinois Press, I 997).
24
Hannah Rosen, Terror in the Heart ofFreedom: Citizenship, Sexual Violence, and the Meaning
ofRace in the Post-Emancipation South (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 6.
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differences. 25 For example, when Ellen Cole's husband abandoned her, she filed a formal
complaint with the Freedmen's Bureau Court in New Orleans stating that she was unable
to provide for her family financially. The agency subsequently fined her husband $2 and
required him "to attend to his family. " 26 Cole's complaint reveals that former slave
women expected African American males to act as the provider and the bureau's verdict
illustrates the agents' gendered notions of true masculinity. Applying a gendered lens to
legal claims made by former slave women from the sugar parishes shows their resilience
as they adhered to the gendered ideals of the Freedmen's Bureau to gamer support for
their complaints from a federal government that previously allowed their enslavement.
To gain a comprehensive perspective of black women's transition from slaves to
free persons in the sugar parishes of Louisiana, this work relies on a variety of sources. It
incorporates extensive analysis of Louisiana Freedmen' s Bureau records, census data,
American Missionary Association (AMA) records, and Louisiana newspapers. The
majority of this thesis relies on court claims and court cases involving freedwomen who
filed complaints with the Freedmen's Bureau in the sugar parishes. In addition to agency
records, this study employs census data to chart Louisiana's population change and rates
of sugar production from 1850 to 1870. Furthermore, local newspapers provide insight·
into the importance of sugar for the region's economy and the white community's
perspective on Louisiana's Reconstruction period. The sources used throughout this
thesis illuminate connections between Reconstruction politics, a changing agricultural
society, community bonds, and race relations in the sugar parishes.

25

Mary Kaiser-Farmer, Freedwomen and the Freedmen 's Bureau: Race, Gender, and Public
Policy in the Age of Emancipation (New York, NY: Fordham University Press, 2010), 30.
26
Complaint of Ellen Cole, 5 Mar. 1866, Register of Complaints, ser. 222 vol. 7, LA Asst. Comr.,
RG 105.
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Through each chapter, this study emphasizes various themes of African American
27

women's experiences in the sugar parishes from 1850 until 1870. Chapter II details
Louisiana's sugar production, the slave population in the region, and the harsh
environment enslaved females endured under the slave regime until the surrender of New
Orleans in 1862. Chapter III investigates how freedwomen asserted their rights as free
laborers in the sugar parishes after 1863 by filing labor complaints to secure payment or
employment contracts, and to resist abusive employers. Following a discussion of labor
disputes, this study shifts to a gendered analysis of domestic dispute claims to illuminate
the freedwomen's determination to not be subordinated to African American men.
Chapter IV explores freedwomen's efforts to claim citizenship through an analysis of
domestic disputes, abandonment claims, child custody disputes, and property claims from
1865 until 1870. The conclusion details the state of Louisiana' s sugar production and
Reconstruction race relations by 1870.
Though postemancipation violence and conflicts in the slave quarters have been
previously investigated, my research adds to the historiography of slave studies by
analyzing the connections between sugar production, postemancipation political activism,
and Reconstruction politics in Louisiana. 28 This thesis focuses on the community of
freedwomen in Louisiana's sugar country and assesses black women's activism from
1850 until 1870. In addition to investigating communal discord in Louisiana' s sugar
parishes, this work also illustrates how the experiences of enslavement and emancipation
27

Twenty-four sugar parishes include parishes of Ascension, Assumption, Avoyelles, East Baton
Rouge, East Feliciana, Iberville, Jefferson, Lafayette, Lafourche, Orleans, Plaquemines, Point Coupee,
Rapides, St. Bernard, St. Charles, St. James, St. John the Baptist, St. Landry, St. Martin' s, St. Mary's,
Terrebonne, Vermillion, West Baton Rouge, and West Feliciana.
28
The best account detailing postemancipation violence is Hannah Rosen's Terror in the Heart of
Freedom . For accounts on violence in the slave quarters, see JeffForret's " Conflict and the Slave
Community: Violence among Slaves in the South Carolina Upcountry," Journal ofSouthern History, 74
(August 2008), 551-588.
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motivated freedwomen to lay the foundation for African American citizenship through
their postemancipation engagement with the Freedmen's Bureau. Furthermore, this thesis
illustrates how freedwomen acted as mothers, wives, daughters, and free laborers during
Reconstruction in Louisiana' s sugar parishes.
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CHAPTER II
LOUISIANA'S SUGAR COUNTRY
"If, 0 Massa, you love me so true, If, 0
Massa, you love me so true,
If you love me so
True, you must have money too!
Mary, see, all my cane is burnt down,
Mary, see, all my cane is burnt down,
29
all my cane is burnt down."
In May 1850, a severe hailstorm destroyed sugarcane fields near the small town of
Thibodaux, situated in the heart of Lafourche Parish, Louisiana. The New Orleans Bee
described the aftermath of the hailstorm as " icy particles, the size of hen's eggs and
larger, soon covered the whole face of the ground."30 Each plantation in the parish
experienced hail damage, including the destruction of many sugar houses, slave cabins,
and expensive machinery. Plantation owner W.C. Gayle lost a male slave, several other
slaves were seriously injured, and a functional sugar house was damaged. With the
hailstorm inflicting intense devastation throughout Lafourche Parish, planters speculated
that the sugarcane crop "might possibly recover, but even that is doubtful."

31

Despite the

widespread destruction caused by the hailstorm, sugar production remained an important
aspect of southern Louisiana's economy and society. Behind the world of Louisiana's
sugar production is a history of enslaved women who battled sexual oppression, harsh
living conditions, racism, and daily brutality.

29

"Marianne's Lovers," Arranged by Mina Monroe, Louisiana Music Collection: Samuel Snaer
Works, 1865, Amistad Research Center, New Orleans, LA.
30
Lefevre and A. Phillips, "The Hail Storm," New Orleans Bee, May 21, 1850, accessed on line at
http://louisdl. lou islibraries.org.
31
Lefevre and A. Phillips, "The Hail Storm," New Orleans Bee, May 2 1, 1850, accessed online at
http://louisdl.louislibraries.org.
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To better understand freedwomen's political activities in the 1860s, it is
imperative to understand the multifaceted landscape of antebellum Louisiana's sugar
country. With plantations lining the banks of the Mississippi River, Louisiana's planters
controlled one of the state's most profitable industries-sugarcane. Louisiana's sugar
production peaked in the mid-nineteenth century as planters adopted advanced
machinery. To fuel the industry's rapid growth and increasing demand for sugar, planters
purchased large numbers of slaves who were suited for the rigors of sugar production.
This chapter introduces Louisiana's distinct sugar region by mining census data and local
newspapers to depict the importance of technology for the industry, the intensity of crop
production, the makeup of the slave population, and the particular brutality of the slave
regime in regards to female slaves.
As sugar production steadily increased over the antebellum decades, sugar
masters invested in technological advancements to ensure maximum efficiency and
profitability. The numerous developments sugar planters adopted by the mid-nineteenth
century included steam-powered mills, vacuum processing, bagasse furnaces, railroads,
canals, and the regimentation of slave labor through the use of clock time. 32 For example,
historian Richard Follett describes Norbert Rillieux ' s development of vacuum processing
as a replacement for the more timely and inefficient method of open-kettle processing.
According to Follett, vacuum processing required heat from a steam engine instead of
heat from an open furnace that is required by the open kettle method. 33 Furthermore, the
use of a multiple-effect vacuum pan lowered the risk of discoloring sugar and produced a

32

For information about the use of clock time see Mark Smith, Mastered by the Clock: Time,
Slavery, and Freedom in the American South (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1997).
33
Richard Follett, The Sugar Masters: Planters and Slaves in Louisiana 's Cane World, 1820-1860
(Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2007), 34.
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better-quality product. The desire to produce large crops of sugar and to achieve
economic success motivated the planter class to purchase the newest technology to
capitalize on the'plentiful sugarcane fields.
Discussions of new methods to produce the best quality sugar and ways to ensure
high profits were part of daily life throughout Louisiana's sugar country. Sugar planters
and manufacturers did not hesitate to advertise to their colleagues when new methods
were created. In the Louisiana Courier, John Masion Rouge boasted about his newest
invention to preserve cane juice. Rouge advocated for the use of iron plates to catch cane
juice as opposed to bricks lining the sides of sugar kettles. Rouge stated that in addition
to saving cane juice, his advanced kettle required "less space and is much more desirable
and durable and a great saving of fuel is obtained."34 Similarly, Iberville Parish' s
newspaper contained an advertisement for "Allen' s Stubble Shaver" that would be
"useful in facilitating the culture of the sugarcane."

35

The article noted that Allen' s

machine shaved 25 to 30 acres of sugarcane and accomplished "the labor of at least
fifteen hands with the hoe."36 Both entries provided sugar planters and other readers with
information on where to purchase these new machines and emphasized the efficiency of
these advancements. These two articles demonstrate that sugar cultivation and the desire
for improvements were intrinsic aspects of culture in Louisiana's sugar parishes.
With help from new inventions that produced better-quality sugar, planters
worked to squeeze higher profits from sugarcane. One 1853 newspaper article from
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Orleans Parish's newspaper contained an advertisement for the use of "Gilbert's Process"
to extract better-quality cane juice that promised higher prices. Gilbert perfected making
sugar in open kettles with cistern bottoms, similar to Rillieux' s open vacuum processing
and Rouge's use of iron plates to preserve sugar color and cane juice. 37 The piece stated
that Gilbert's method would bring "an advance of nearly one cent on the price of ordinary
cistern sugars. " 38 Therefore, the article assured that any sugar planter who employed
Gilbert's open kettle/cistern bottom method would see large gains in profits and
efficiency. Profitability ruled the mindset of Louisiana's sugar planters, who embraced
modernity to fund economic success.
While it is clear that the local media promoted new manufacturing inethods and
new technologies for sugar cultivation, Louisiana's state government also supported the
sugar industry. In the early 1850s, Louisiana' s government financially supported the
expansion of a railroad system to advance the sugar industry. The state enacted land
grants, tax exemptions, and offered over $7 million in aid for large rail companies to
build rail lines to haul Louisiana's sugar to the rest of the nation. Sugar planters relied
upon the New Orleans, Opelousas, and Great Western Railroad line to transport their
crops to the New Orleans harbor and other ports throughout the nation. 39 These
descriptions illustrate that sugar production in southern Louisiana was reliant upon
modern machinery, efficient slave masters, and the state government to gain high profits.
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The rapid increase in Louisiana's sugar production also depended upon the
federal government's protection of domestic sugar. The federal government had a history
of protecting the nation's sugar industry as Congress passed duties on domestically made
sugar as early as 1794.40 In 1803, the federal government placed a 2.5 cent tariff on
foreign-produced white, brown, and clay sugars. 41 This allowed American sugar planters
to escalate the price for domestically-produced sugar, resulting in profit increases
throughout the early nineteenth century. However, in 1832 the federal government
lowered the duty on imported sugars back to a 2.5 cent fee .42 This caused a decline in the
price of domestic sugar and an increase in the importation of foreign made sugar. The
success of the state's sugar industry was intrinsically linked to federal government
interference since it was vital to both the state and national economy.
In the early 1850s, increasing demand for Louisiana sugar resulted in a slight
increase in prices. Previous scholars have estimated that by the mid-nineteenth century, a
hogshead of sugar cost $58.60 dollars. 43 However, protective tariffs only benefited
owners of large sugar plantations since they were able to purchase the newest technology
and large numbers of slaves in the internal slave trade. Small sugar planters, who could
not invest in steam-powered machinery and could not afford large gangs, saw marginal
profits from the government' s protection of sugar. Regardless, it is evident that sugar
production in nineteenth-century Louisiana relied upon the advent of sophisticated
machinery and federal protection of domestically-produced sugar.
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Debates surrounding protective tariffs on sugar continued well into the early
1860s. While scholars have speculated that only a minority of southern planters
supported federal intervention in sugar production, it is evident that Louisiana's sugar
planters felt otherwise. 44 The Jefferson Parish newspaper reported that the House of
Representatives agreed upon a report for the reduction of duties on domestically-made
sugar on February 2, 1861 .45 The short article applauded this development and informed
its audience that the newspaper would report on any developments regarding the House
of Representatives' decision. Additionally, Louisiana' s state government established
property banks and pushed railroad development to help producers throughout the sugar
parishes realize higher profits. These banks were specifically organized for farmers to
allow them to mortgage property as collateral for supplies and farm credit. 46 Establishing
tariffs and creating rural credit banks illustrates that Louisiana's sugar industry was
thoroughly entrenched in both the state government's and federal government's economic
affairs.
Due to sugar masters' drive for profit and new technology, Louisiana's sugar
production spiked in the mid-nineteenth century. According to the 1850 census records,
Louisiana sugar parishes produced 226,000 hogsheads of sugar, a dramatic increase from
the 1840 crop production of 119,582 hogsheads. 47 In just ten years, the sugar parishes
expanded production by 98,805 hogsheads, a 45 .2 percent increase. 48 What is more
telling is that nearly every one of the sugar parishes, with the exception of Ascension
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Parish, saw a significant increase in individual sugar production. 49 The most significant
increase came from Iberville Parish, situated in the middle of the Mississippi River Basin.
In 1840, Iberville Parish produced 3,728 hogsheads of sugar. Ten years later in 1850, the
same parish produced 23,308 hogsheads of sugar, an 84 percent increase.50An analysis of
these numbers shows that Louisiana's sugar industry reached its highest rate of
production by the mid-nineteenth century.
In addition to advanced machinery, sugar masters employed a highly industrial
form of labor management to drive their slaves and sugar refineries to their peak levels of
production. To do this, masters implemented a chain of authority to run their large
plantations. A typical staff on a sugar plantation included managers, overseers, and
assistant overseers. 51 Furthermore, sugar masters divided work into tasks and assigned
certain gangs to carry out specialized jobs, thereby combining the gang system and
specialized slave labor. This labor system was also gendered. Enslaved males were
assigned to plowing gangs, since plowing was understood to be for strong males only. On
the other hand, slave women were assigned to hoeing gangs since women "could easily
manage these simpler and lighter farmer implements." 52 The gender differences were
often marked in clothing. Noted traveler Frederick Law Olmstead commented in one of
his travel accounts that slave males who worked in plow gangs often wore bonnets while
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women, who worked in hoe gangs, sported handkerchiefs and walked behind the men. 53
By organizing their labor forces to complete specialized tasks based on skill and gender
capabilities, sugar masters continually pushed for economic gain.
To produce large amounts of sugar, Louisiana's planters invested in a strong and
large labor fore~. By 1850, the twenty-four sugar parishes contained 164,038 slaves,
including 79,100 enslaved females and 84,938 males. The majority of the slave force
throughout the sugar parishes was male, as sugar planters intentionally bought more
males to face the rigors of field labor, skewing the sex ratio in nearly every parish. 54 The
imbalanced sex population was especially dire in St. Mary Parish where there were 5,460
male slaves compared to the 4,390 female slaves. 55 Only three parishes- East Feliciana,
Orleans, and West Feliciana--contained more female slaves than male slaves. These
numbers illustrate that sugar planters understood the importance of having more enslaved
males to maintain an efficient labor force in the harsh environment of southern
Louisiana's cane fields.
The census records illuminate a direct connection between the highest-producing
sugar parishes and parishes with the most skewed sex ratios. The three highest-producing
sugar parishes in 1850 were Iberville, St. James, and St. Mary parishes with a combined
output of 69,743 hogsheads of sugar. 56 St. Mary Parish, which was the highest-producing
parish in 1850 with 24,765 hogshead of sugar, had the most skewed sex ratio with 1,070
more slave males than females. Furthermore, Iberville Parish-the second-highest sugar-
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producing parish with 23,308 hogsheads of sugar-contained 638 fewer female slaves
than male slaves. St. James Parish-the third-highest producing parish with 21,670
hogsheads of sugar- had 1,000 more enslaved males than females. As the table below
shows, the parishes that contained more male slaves than female slaves were also the
most efficient and profitable of Louisiana's sugar parishes.
Table 1
Percentage ofEnslaved Males and Enslaved Females in the Highest Producing Sugar
Parishes

Sugar-Producing
Parish (1850)
1. St. Mary Parish

Total Pounds of
Sugar (Hogsheads)
24,765

2. Iberville Parish

23,308

3. St. James Parish

21,670

Enslaved Females

Enslaved Males

4,390
(45%)
3,984
(46%)
3,378
(44%)

5,460
(55%)
4,622
(54%)
4,378
(56%)

Note: Compiled from the 1850 Census: Armstrong, Agriculture of the United States in 1850 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1853), vol. 2, p. 486; Armstrong, Agriculture of the United States in 1850 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1853), 1850 Census, vol. I, p. 473.

Sugar masters relied upon intense brutality and used the threat of the whip to push
slaves to work efficiently. Some masters devised particularly ruthless methods when
slaves did not work to their standards. In one instance, Valsin Mermillion placed slaves in
a box lined with strategically placed nails that prevented the slave from moving without
being pierced by multiple nails. 57 One slave woman recalled that her overseer tied her
down on an ant hill, placed a heavy rock on her back to limit her movement, and then
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proceeded to whip her incessantly. 58 Similar violent treatment was common throughout
Louisiana's sugar parishes. Whipping not only made slaves work at a quicker pace, but
also illustrated planters' control over the slaves' bodies.
Planters' decisions to purchase more male slaves than female had negative
repercussions for southern Louisiana's labor force. Unlike other agricultural slave
populations in the United States that naturally increased, Louisiana's sugar regime was
the only system to have a self-declining population where deaths exceeded births.
Enslaved women could not bear enough children to sustain the population despite the
large numbers of slaves that planters imported.59 The shortage of female slaves and the
region's unhealthy reproductive conditions meant that Louisiana's sugar parishes
contained 13,500 fewer children than other agricultural regimes in the United States. 60
Due to the majority male population, lack of female slaves, and fewer children,
Louisiana's sugar parishes had a 13 percent population decrease by the early 1850s. This
region was distinct in that the rest of the nation's slave population had a 23.4 percent
population increase. 61 To combat the region's declining population, planters placed even
more emphasis on the reproductive capabilities of their enslaved females.
Even though sugar planters purchased fewer females than males, enslaved women
were vital for sugar production. The sugar regime utilized the gang labor system, where
the hardest tasks were delegated to the strongest slaves and the weaker slaves were
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expected to fulfill the least demanding tasks. 62 Therefore, sugar planters ordered their
younger and stronger male slaves to work in the fields, usually in plow and cultivation
gangs, while enslaved females were responsible for the natural reproduction of the labor
population. 63 Sugar planters bought younger women who could reproduce longer than
their older counterparts. 64 Female laborers were also expected to work in the cane fields
during the cultivation or harvest seasons while pregnant. Furthermore, slave women
throughout the sugar parishes were pregnant more often than slave women from other
agricultural labor regimes as sugar planters urged women slaves to reproduce quickly. 65
The labor expectations for enslaved females in Louisiana's sugar country were twofold.
They were expected to replenish the declining labor force but also to maintain the high
levels of sugar production that dominated southern Louisiana's economy in the midnineteenth century.
Pregnancy and brutality ruled the everyday lives of enslaved females in the sugar
parishes. Since planters bought younger female slaves for reproductive labor, they
pressured enslaved females to reproduce at young ages and to become pregnant at
extremely short.intervals. To have a self-sustaining labor force, sugar planters even
prohibited breast feeding-a natural contraceptive-to ensure that female slaves would
not inhibit future pregnancies. Women attempted to prevent their masters' cruelty and
reproductive demands by continuing to breast feed or by taking abortifacients to prompt
62
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miscarriages. 66 Female slaves used these acts of resistance to take control over their
bodies and their reproductive capabilities, which sugar masters consistently exploited for
capital gain. Their desire to control their own bodies and reproduction is also seen in the
postbellum period as many freed women in Louisiana's sugar country laid claim to their
maternal, marriage, and labor rights before the Freedmen's Bureau.
Even pregnancy did not shield enslaved women from the master's whip. To
protect the unborn baby, overseers and planters often dug holes in the ground for
pregnant women's stomachs so they could whip them and not endanger the womb. 67 The
harsh labor schedules and planters' brutality meant that pregnant slaves often gave birth
to unhealthy, malnourished babies. Records show that "over fifty five percent of children
died in the course of their earliest years." 68 Enslaved women took drastic measures to
control their fertility and reproductive labors. In addition to terminating unwanted
pregnancies by taking abortifacients, planters noted a prevalence of slave mothers killing
their own children. The cause for this action was often unknown, since most sugar
planters misreported these deaths as "crib deaths."69 However, infanticide illuminates
enslaved women's desires to maintain control over their bodies and lifestyles at a time
when masters technically owned their bodies as a labor source.
While not acting within the realm of field and reproductive labor, enslaved
women also held important social roles on sugar plantations. On larger plantations, older
women worked as nurses or as nannies for children. When Mr. William Howard Russell,
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an American correspondent, toured the slave cabins on the grandiose Houmas Plantation
in East Baton Rouge Parish, he was astonished to find an old enslaved woman as the
main nurse. According to Russell 's travel notes, the older female slave cared for the
current master, Mr. Burnside, when he was a baby. Russell noted that the slave woman
never smiled "as is the case when an old nurse again sees the child she once nursed." 70
Russell described another elderly enslaved woman who was responsible for maintaining
the plantation hospital that a town doctor visited only once a week.71 While maintaining
the plantation hospital was indeed a vital task for sugar plantations, assigning elderly
women nursing jobs also speaks to the planters' need to maintain ultimate efficiency.
After women were too old for intense field labor, sugar masters often gave them domestic
tasks to care for the other slave field laborers. Enslaved women were expected to fulfill
various tasks-field labor, reproductive labor, and domestic labor-that were vital for
sugar plantations' survival and ensured maximum productivity.
Despite being burdened with both reproductive and field .labor, enslaved women
still found time to maintain a semblance of an autonomous African American culture.
Slaves in the sugar country held dances, parties, and meetings far away from the careful
watch of their masters. 72 For example, Russell overheard fiddle scraping near a sugar
house that caught his attention. Upon further investigation, he saw a large crowd
70
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surrounding four slave couples who "danced a lively jig" and moved to "the ecstasy of
the crowd." 73 Slaves often utilized communal activities, like dancing, as a means to build
friendships and control their leisure time. Louisiana slaves employed plantation materials
to construct makeshift instruments to combine traditional, local French dances with their
own rhythmic musical styles.

74

Despite their efforts to maintain their own cultural

identity, overseers often supervised the slaves during their free time to ensure their
obedience. When Russell toured the slave quarters on Houmas Plantation, he noted no
sign of books, prayer books, or even Bibles. After inquiring about the lack of reading
materials, Russell determined that reading was not encouraged among slaves and that
"some masters have even inflicted severe punishment on those who have tried to be
instructed." 75 By maintaining some autonomy, slave women attempted to resist cultural
interference from their sugar masters.
Slaves in the sugar parishes also participated in a commodity exchange, showing
the complex slave networks throughout Louisiana's sugar country. Since sugar masters
often paid slaves extra wages for overwork, slaves were able to buy goods and participate
in a barter system. 76 Records show that enslaved women bought fancy silk, head scarves,
and dresses. 77 Enslaved women bought clothes and used them as a form of currency to
trade with other slave women on their plantations or with women from neighboring sugar
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plantations. 78 Furthermore, female slaves challenged the white community's claims of
owning commodities when they bought fancy, sophisticated clothing. 79 While having an
autonomous culture proved to be important among slaves in Louisiana's sugar country,
maintaining relationships was also a priority in southern Louisiana' s severe environment.
Harsh living conditions, a declining population, and the skewed sex ratio did not
prevent Louisiana slaves from maintaining familial bonds on sugar plantations. Historian
Ann Paton Malone found that 73 percent of slaves on sugar plantations in the 1850s lived

in simple families. 80 This trend continued into the late-1850s as sugar planters continued
to acquire great numbers of slaves and plantations became larger. Malone contends that
slave families by the mid-nineteenth century "were probably as mature and stable as they
had ever been or would be again." 81 In the sugar parishes, most planters held 20 or fewer
slaves. However, On an even larger scale, 460 slave holders possessed 100 slaves, and 20
slaveholders controlled 300-500 slaves in Louisiana according to the 1860 census. 82 On
these large holdings, slaves managed to establish and maintain families to combat
southern Louisiana's harsh environment and inhumane treatment from their masters.
Slaves understood that creating flexible families that adapted to the unstable and
changing environment in southern Louisiana was the best way to resist masters' control.
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External forces often brought devastation to Louisiana slave families. When their
owner died, an estate's slaves were split among descendants or business partners,
dividing slave families. Additionally, when sugar production decreased in the 1860s
during the Civil War, sugar planters often sold their slaves with little regard to familial
relations to supplement their income. Parish newspapers during this period contained
numerous ads for estate sales where slaves were listed individually, not as family units,
for sale by age, sex, and condition. However, the harsh environment of Louisiana's sugar
country proved to have the cruelest external stress on slave families. Malone contends
that due to intensity of contagious diseases on Tiger Island, older men tended to marry
younger women so they could produce offspring before they died. The age differential
was the largest in this area- male slaves would often marry eleven years younger
compared to seven years younger throughout the rest of sugar country-since enslaved
women were more susceptible to diseases and were more likely to die earlier than men. 83
Additionally, slaves on the Petite Anse Plantation created multiple family households that
would allow for the constant flux of death and incoming slaves in order to cope with the
unstable world of sugarcane labor.

84

Regardless of the struggles slaves faced throughout

Louisiana's sugar country, the slave community highly regarded relationships and
consistently adapted in order to preserve familial bonds.
By the 1860s, sugar production slightly decreased from its large 1850 level.
According to the census records, Louisiana produced 220,048 hogsheads of sugar in
1860. While this number is slightly less than the 1850 crop numbers, it was still a
significant portion of the nation' s sugar production. Some of the highest-producing
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parishes in 1850 experienced a significant decrease in sugar production in 1860. For
example, Iberville Parish produced 10,828 hogsheads in 1860 compared to its large crop
of23,308 hogsheads of sugar in 1850. Iberville Parish-the second-highest producing
parish in 1850--decreased its sugar production by 12,480 hogsheads, a 54 percent
decrease. The third highest-producing parish in 1850 was St. James Parish, which
produced 21,670 hogsheads of sugar in 1850 but only 13,736 hogsheads of sugar in 1860.
With a decrease in sugar production by 7,934 hogsheads, St. James Parish's production
decreased by 37 percent. 85 Sugar production continued to decline throughout the latter
half of the nineteenth century.
Table 2
Decline ofSuga~ Production in the Three Highest Producing Parishes from 1850-1860

Sugar-Producing
Parish (1850)
1. St. Mary Parish

Sugar Production
(1850)
Hogsheads
24,765

Sugar Production
(1860)
Hogsheads
30,731

2. Iberville Parish

23,308

10,828

3. St. James Parish

21,670

13,736

Note: Compiled from both 1850 and 1860 Census records: Armstrong, Agriculture of the United Stales in 1850; (Washington D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1853), vol. 2, p. 486; Kennedy, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1860; (Washington D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1864), vol. 2, p. 68-69.

The slave force within Louisiana's sugar country also experienced significant
changes by 1860. The slave population increased by 4,364 slaves in one decade, as it
grew from 164,038 in 1850 to 168,402 in 1860. The number of enslaved males increased
by 3,770, while the number of females only increased by 594. The most significant

85

Kennedy, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1860; (W~shington D.C. : Government Printing
Office, 1864), vol. 2, p. 68-69.

29
increase occurred in St. Mary Parish, where the slave force increased from 9,850 slaves
in 1850 to 12,532 in 1860, denoting a 21 percent increase. 86 In spite of the decrease in
sugar production in 1860, these numbers illustrate that sugar masters continued to buy
large quantities of slaves, mostly males for their labor. However, the census records
indicate that the male population in nine sugar parishes actually decreased in 1860 from
the 1850 population. 87 The most significant decrease occurred in Orleans Parish. In 1850,
the records show that 7,396 enslaved males lived in Orleans Parish compared to 4,507 in
1860. Despite the 39 percent decrease in its enslaved male population, Orleans Parish still
produced 2,050 hogsheads of sugar in 1860. By 1860, sugar production still characterized
the industrialist nature of southern Louisiana's economy on the eve of the Civil War.
While a significant number of sugar parishes experienced a population decline of
enslaved males in 1860, the number of enslaved females increased in thirteen parishes.

88

The most significant increase occurred in Terrebonne Parish. In 1850, the parish
contained only 1,874 enslaved females but increased to 3,209 in 1860, denoting a 71
percent increase.89 Collectively, the population of enslaved females increased from 8,611
female slaves in 1850 to 12,314 in 1860, as denoted in the chart below. Even though the
population of enslaved females increased in 1860, the skewed sex ratio increased even
more by 1860, since there were 9,014 more enslaved males than women. It was not until
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the 1870s that black females would outnumber males in the sugar parishes, when many
men migrated to urban areas to seek employment.
Table 3
Population Increase ofEnslaved Females in Three Sugar Parishes from 1850-1860

Sugar-Producing
Parish (1850)

Enslaved
Females (1850)

Enslaved Males
(1860)

1. Assumption Parish

24,765

30,731

2. St. Mary Parish

23,308

10,828

3. Terrebonne Parish

21,670

13,736

Note: Compiled from both the 1850 and 1860 Census records: 1850 Census, vol. I, p. 473 and 1860 Census, vol. I, p. 190-193.

The growing national tensions over slavery expansion and talk of secession
leaked into the boundaries of Louisiana's sugar country in the early 1860s. After the
election of the Republican candidate, Abraham Lincoln, in 1860, local newspapers began
to express their devotion to protecting their southern sovereignty. In the Iberville Parish
newspaper, Robert Wickliffe published an editorial in an attempt to grab the readers'
attention to this dire matter. Wickliffe stated that the federal government was in the hands
of a party that "is in antagonism to the interests, dignity, and the well-being of
Louisiana." 90 The editorial emphasizes to the audience that the Republican Party was
founded upon "a fanatical and unreasonable hostility towards slavery."91 The author
called on the public to gather delegates for a convention to discuss how to resist the
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Republican Party and President Lincoln. The editorialist especially called on the men of
southern Louisiana to take "manly action" as the state has "never been more in need of
protecting cane." 92 This speaks to the importance of sugarcane not only for Louisiana's
economy but also for the state's culture. While it is likely that the author wanted
Louisiana's profitable sugar industry to remain unaltered, this editorial also illustrates
that sugar production was a symbol of honor for the state.
Wickliffe's demand for a convention materialized the very next year. Louisiana
joined the call for secession on January 26, 1861 along with Mississippi, Florida,
Georgia, Alabama, and South Carolina. 93 As other southern states joined the secessionist
movement, the new Confederate States of America separated themselves from the Union
and joined together to make a new nation, one that would fight to protect slavery. 94 The
sectional crisis had an immediate and dire financial impact on sugar production.
Following the ratification of secession, the Union government instituted a naval blockade
of southern ports that crippled Louisiana' s sugar exports and trade out of New Orleans. 95
Furthermore, Union troops soon gathered in Mississippi and Louisiana in the spring of
1862 to prepare for battle. Southern Louisianans did not have to wait long as Union
troops gained control of New Orleans in April 1862 and southern Louisiana surrendered
to Union forces.

92

96

Wickliffe, "Governor's Message," Gazette and Sentinel, December I, 1860.
Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the Cane Fields, 31.
94
Confederate States of America: South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia,
Arkansas, Texas, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia. Explained in Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the
Cane Fields, 31.
95
Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the Cane Fields, 32.
96
Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the Cane Fields, 33.
93

32

Louisiana's antebellum sugar industry was an extremely profitable institution that
relied upon new technology, federal protection, industrialist masters, and a large slave
force. The state's sugar production continued to increase throughout the early to midnineteenth century, reaching its apex in 1850 with 218,387 hogsheads of sugar. Sugar
masters purchased more male slaves than female slaves to produce large quantities of
sugar. However, women slaves held many roles on sugar plantations-as field laborers,
wet nurses, plantation nurses, nannies, and reproductive capital. In addition to the
constant threat of pregnancy, female slaves combatted the brutality of masters' whips.
Pregnant slave women were often beaten to make them work more efficiently. Slaves
across Louisiana's sugar parishes maintained their own culture as many formed families,
held social gatherings, formed complex communal bonds, and participated in trade. As
tensions escalated between the North and South, Louisiana voted to secede from the
Union in 1861. The very next year, Union troops invaded New Orleans and southern
Louisiana surrendered to the Union in 1862.
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CHAPTER III
FREEDWOMEN'S FIGHT FOR LABOR EQUALITY
"Slavery's chain is bound to break,
And Massa and I must part
So fare you well poor Massa;
May God Almighty help you,
I'll never feel your lash again,
For Freedom's got the start!"97
On March 22, 1864, Grace Batts traveled to the Department of the Gulf in
Ascension Parish, Louisiana. Since the Department relocated numerous free laborers, she
demanded that she not be removed from Mr. Sonury's plantation because she had "a
valuable garden."98 Batts emphasized that this garden was her only means of support and
requested agents to investigate her case. The parish's office demanded that the provost
marshal of Ascension Parish protect Batts' s control of her garden during this
investigation. The Department approved Batts to remain on Sonury's plantation to protect
her garden and provide for herself and her young family. For Grace Batts, her garden
provided a sense of ownership and self-sufficiency that symbolized freedom. 99 The
myriad labor disputes filed to the Department of the Gulf and the Freedmen's Bureau
show that freedwomen wanted to care for and protect their families during Louisiana's
chaotic postemancipation period.
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After Louisiana seceded in January 1861, the impending threat of war created a
sense of urgency and fear among white southern Louisianans. Personal correspondence
between one of the region' s prominent planter families, the Gay family, and their friends
throughout the state reveals that many feared war's devastation. Just before the surrender
of New Orleans, B.White wrote a letter to Edward J. Gay, the head of the Gay family in
Plaquemines, Louisiana. White lamented that "the tide of the war seems to set against us"
as he watched Union troops mobilize off the coast of southern Mississippi. 100 The letter
took a solemn turn as White stated that "I fear the darkest day has not dawned."

101

Elite

white women' s emotional turmoil proved that the Civil War did not affect just the
planters; the war worried all connected to the profitability of the sugar industry. In a letter
to Edward J. Gay's wife, Lavinia, Andrew Ewing stated that "the ladies here have
suffered terrible from to great enthusiasm and zeal. They are now taking it more
moderately and systematically." 102 The fear of war transcended class and gender
boundaries as both planters and women expressed concern and sought to understand
during a time that was anything but certain.
As the Civil War raged across southern Louisiana, slaves and their masters waited
anxiously for any news regarding Confederate strongholds and the status of New Orleans.
Union troops captured New Orleans by sailing down the Mississippi River, and the city
surrendered "without a struggle" on May 1, 1862. 103 Following the surrender of New
Orleans, questions regarding Louisiana's labor system and sugar productivity enveloped
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the planter community. The unruliness of the African American labor force astonished
many sugar planters as slaves either fled to federal camps in New Orleans or violently
attacked their masters, encouraged by the impending taste of freedom. A couple of weeks
following New Orleans' surrender, Jules Aucoin wrote to the distinguished sugar planter
Edward J. Gay in Point Coupee Parish, Louisiana, to explain why he had detained one of
Gay's slaves. According to Aucoin, the male slave "left bloody marks" on Aucoin's neck
"in his efforts to strangle me." 104 Violence between slaves and their masters was often a
byproduct of the insecurity in Louisiana' s sugar country as the CivirWar turned the
region's societal order upside down. Apart from worrying about their rebellious slave
forces, the white community in New Orleans and the surrounding sugar parishes also
voiced concern about basic subsistence during the sectional crisis. In a personal letter
between P. Girad and Edward J. Gay on May 2, 1862, Girad lamented that "in two days
there will be no more fresh meat and flour is out already." 105 Concerns over provisions
were among many of the southern Louisianans' worries as the federal government turned
its attention to solidifying a wage labor society in the sugar parishes.
Once Union forces occupied southern Louisiana, Benjamin Butler attempted to
resolve the strained relationship between the region's slaves and planters. As commander
of the Department of the Gulf, Butler implemented his first labor arrangement in Spring
1862. Butler ordered the planters to pay male laborers monthly wages of $10, $6, and $3
to create a labor system that resembled a wage-labor society. 106 From that point forward,
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the federal government superseded the planters' authority since planters were no longer
allowed to make their own labor arrangements and employment contracts, delegitimizing
the region's antebellum labor hierarchy. The fall of New Orleans marked a pivotal point
in southern Louisiana's labor history as sugar planters had to adhere to federal orders
regarding treatment and compensation of their labor force.
· Questions regarding slave labor in the sugar parishes increased when President
Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation in January 1863. Even though
the Proclamation did not pertain to the federally-occupied sugar parishes, slavery in the
region weakened as more slaves fled plantations and sugar production persistently
declined. Due to unstable race relations and poor economic conditions, the new
commander of the Department of the Gulf, Nathaniel P. Banks, implemented a different
labor policy in the spring of 1863. 107 Banks' s policy mandated that slaves "provide
faithful labor and exhibit perfect subordination." 108 Furthermore, African American
laborers were to receive only one-twentieth of the yearly crop profits to divide among the
large laborer community while planters were ordered to pay monthly wages of $2 to men
and $1 to women. 109 Though the Emancipation Proclamation did not technically free the
slaves from working on sugar plantations, the Department of the Gulf sought to appease
African American laborers who were no longer white planters' property.
Black workers voiced their discontent over the new labor arrangement by refusing
to toil in the cane fields. On April 13, 1863, the provost marshal of St. Bernard Parish
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sent an urgent letter to Thomas Conway, an officer in the Department of the Gulf,
seeking advice about General Davis's plantation. According to the letter, black laborers
would not work and collectively expressed dissatisfaction with their pay. When the
provost marshal mediated the conflict at this plantation, he noted that many of the
laborers were away from the cane fields.

110

In other words, the laborers were not adhering

to their contracts. Freedwomen also participated in the freed community's collective
resistance throughout the 1860s by filing numerous labor complaints to gain recognition
as free laborers to the Department of the Gulf and the Freedmen's Bureau.
While some African American women refused to work, employment registers
from the sugar parishes reveal that African American women did not retreat from the
cane fields following the surrender of New Orleans or after emancipation. In fact, like
their male counterparts, women also contracted their labor to sugar planters. They hoped
to redefine the terrain of freedom in their new world, where they were no longer slaves
and masters were now employers. 111 In the small sugar-producing parish of St. Mary,
sugar planters employed 66 black men but only 33 black women.

11 2

Even though the

number of male laborers was double that of women laborers, this parish's employment
registers demonstrate that freedwomen did not completely flee from the cane fields. In
some parishes, the number of women laborers outnumbered men. The employment
register for Plaquemines Parish reveals that the parish's sugar planters contracted 203
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African American women but hired only 87 men. 113 These registers prove that former
slave women actively sought employment in the cane fields in Louisiana's
postemancipation period.
While women worked in the cane fields alongside men in the postemancipation
period, unsurprisingly they were not paid as equal laborers by the federal government or
by their employers. In St. Mary Parish, a 44-year-old male "first-class laborer" named
John Williams was hired out at a monthly rate of $10. However, a 25-year-old female
"first-class laborer" named Janette Johnson received only $8. 114 The monthly rates in
Plaquemines were a bit lower for both male and female African American laborers, but
they still reveal gendered inequalities. A 48-year-old male "first-class laborer" named
Moses was recorded as earning $8 a month. His female counterpart however, 35-year-old
Mary Ann, who was also a "first-class laborer," made only $6 a month. 115 No longer
chattel property, women laborers sought compensation from their former masters since
they now controlled their bodies and labor. African American women' s political activism
continued through the decade as freedwomen continued to request wages, resources from
their work plots, and nonviolent treatment from employers.
In addition to wage disputes, the Department of the Gulf attempted to alleviate
widespread conflict resulting from the tense race and labor relations in the sugar parishes.
After slaves threatened to strike in the parishes of St. Bernard and Plaquemines in 1863,
the brigadier general of the Department of the Gulf sent strict orders to the provost
marshal to regain control of the African American population. On February 2, 1863,
brigadier general James Boreu ordered that all agents in those parishes "will abstain from
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giving any encouragement or aid to slaves to abandon the services of their masters." 116
Nonetheless, the orders explicitly stated that agents were not to force or threaten slaves to
return to their old plantations. However, should any agent find "vagrant negroes," Boreu
told the agents to order them to repair the decrepit levee systems. 11 7 This order shows
how the Department of the Gulf carefully navigated the relationships between employers
and'laborers throughout the sugar parishes during the middle of the Civil War and intense
societal upheaval.
By early 1864, the wage labor system in Louisiana's sugar country was still in
transition. To stabilize the region's employment conflicts and economy, General Banks
implemented a new labor policy in February 1864. According to General Order 23,
planters could no longer refer to African American laborers as "slaves" and wages for
male laborers increased from $2 to $8 a month. However, the order failed to mention
wages for female laborers. Additionally, black laborers were able to choose their own
employers. 118 Louisiana now operated under the provisional stages of a free wage labor
system. Seven months later in September 1864, Unionists approved Louisiana's new
constitution, which abolished slavery. 119 Despite the abolition of slavery in 1864 in
Louisiana, former slaves continued to seek employment in the sugar parishes to prove to
the white community that they were capable of acting as legal citizens. It is important to
note that freedwomen in the sugar parishes were integral in the freed community's efforts
to gain recognition of African American citizenship during Reconstruction.
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While the federal government attempted to create a labor system that benefited
both the freed community and planters, the drive to produce sugar still consumed the
region's sugar planters. When the manager of Burnside Plantation in Ascension Parish,
Mr. Doughset, found out that the federal government planned to relocate one of his male
laborers to another plantation, he took matters into his own hands. Doughset wrote to
General S. Darling in St. James Parish on August 22, 1864 and requested that the order to
move his male worker "be temporarily sustained until the sugar is made." 120 The manager
needed his laborers to produce the sugar crop during the economic and sugar industry
decline of the mid- l 860s. Despite Doughset' s request for the suspension of the
confiscation order, the Department of the Gulfs headquarters refused his claim on
August 27, 1864.
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Because of wartime devastation on Louisiana' s sugar economy and

the ending of the slave regime, sugar planters wanted to revert to the antebellum mode of
sugar production. Doughset's request reveals that sugar planters in southern Louisiana
took all necessary measures to maintain control of their work force even though they no
longer owned their laborers.
Sugar planters interfered with freedpeoples ' custodial arrangements to ensure that
their hands continued to work in cane fields. When one of Basil Mouply's former slaves,
John Chaplain, removed his child from the Mouply plantation, Mouply requested that
Chaplain return his child. Mouply took Chaplain to court over who should receive
custody of Chaplain's daughter. Chaplain claimed that it was his child and that he bed
to leave following the death of his wife. The agents directed Chaplain to "promptly"
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return his daughter to Mouply's plantation after the Bureau found that "Basil had
supported her as her boss for the last seven years." 122 This court case suggests that the
desire for economic gain was the primary motivation in Mouply's fight for the custody of
his young laborer. In the transitory period immediately following the end of the Civil
War, determined sugar planters would take necessary measures, like fighting for custody
of their laborers, to maintain their work force.
As tensions between black laborers and planters continued to escalate toward the
end of the Civil War, the Department of the Gulfremained concerned about the status
and safety of the African American population. As many African American men
throughout the sugar parishes joined the Union Army during the last years of the Civil
War, their wives were left behind with little protection from vengeful employers. When
Ellen Healy's husband volunteered, she continued to work as a wage laborer on Mr.
DuGray's sugar plantation in St. Bernard Parish, Louisiana. On March 15, 1864, Healy
complained that her employer had assaulted her and refused to pay her wages. After a
week of investigation, the parish's provost marshal ordered that Healy and her children
be paid and properly clothed. The provost marshal approved Healy's right to "leave the
parish unmolested. " 123 Furthermore, the parish office stated that if more laborers from
DuGray's plantation complained about mistreatment and if the allegations were true, the
office "without delay would remove them to better employment with better men." 124 This .
dispute reveals how ex-slave women, in the absence of their husbands who were fighting
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in the Civil War, acted not only to protect themselves and their children, but also
demanded fair treatment as free laborers.
After a year of tense political debate, Congress adopted the Thirteenth
Amendment in December 1865, formally abolishing slavery in the United States. To look
after the southern African American population in the postbellum period, Congress
created a new agency in the War Department named the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen,
and Abandoned Lands on March 3, 1865. The Freedmen' s Bureau attempted to ensure
that the freed community was gainfully employed and to mediate disputes. When Thomas
Conway appointed Captain Andrew Morse as the provost marshal General, his duties
included "to receive all complaints of freedmen on their employment and employees." 125
Furthermore, Conway expected Morse "to make thorough investigation into wrongs
complained of by freedmen in the state of Louisiana." 126 The Bureau also helped
freedwomen find secure employment. When Julia Dickson was hired as a domestic
servant by A.C. Bankston in East Baton Rouge Parish, the assistant commissioner's
office wrote a stem memorandum to her future employer. The memorandum requested
that Bankston act as a "guardian" for the young freedwoman and ordered that Dickson
was "not to suffer." 127 The commissioner's memo reveals the paternalistic ethos that the
agency often projected on Louisiana' s African American population. The federal
government envisioned the Bureau as a place of mediation, where newly freed slaves and
the white community could reconcile disputes during Louisiana's Reconstruction period.
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After four years of bloodshed and national strife, the Confederate Army
surrendered to the Union on April 9, 1865, ending the American Civil War. The New

Orleans Picayune published an editorial that called on the state of Louisiana and the
nation to do just that. The article called on its readers not to dwell in the past but
reminded the audience that "our business is now with the future."

128

Furthermore, in

order to repair the wounds of despair and war, citizens of the North and South have to let
go "not only of every hostile feeling engendered by the war but of all the sectional
feelings that sprang from the political controversies preceding the war." 129 A vital part of
the national rebuilding effort was the nation's former slave population looking to rebuild
their communities, destroyed by years of war and generations of servitude.
As shown by the numerous labor complaints Louisiana African American women
filed during the war and in the postbellum period, they consistently sought employment
and fair treatment so that they had the resources to rebuild their southern community. The
northern victory in the Civil War meant that African American women would never again
be owned by the southern planter elite. Since they were now free persons, many
petitioned the Freedmen's Bureau for compensation of unpaid wages. After the
Plaquemines Parish Office received numerous complaints from women laborers on the
Pointe Celeste Plantation who had not received their wages, a Freedmen's Bureau officer
took matters into his own hands. Emock Foster sent a letter to Lieutenant Hanks
demanding that he gather the $1,151.86 owed to the fifty-one former slaves on the sugar
plantation. Furthermore, Foster requested that the freed laborers receive proper clothing
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and supplies to care for their families. 130 This letter illustrates that formerly enslaved
African American women relied on the Freedmen's Bureau to receive fair treatment from
their white bosses. However, it was of their own accord that freedwomen decided to use
this government institution to claim fair payment so that they might care for their
families, a privilege not always available during the rigorous antebellum years of sugar
production.
By securing employment and compensation, freedwomen not only demonstrated
that they could act as free persons, but they also proved to the federal government that
they were suitable mothers. Freedwomen often highlighted their employed status when
they engaged in custody disputes. On July 23, 1864, for example, a white employer, Mrs.
McLaughlin, appealed to the Freedmen's Bureau court when one of her child laborers
was taken from her residence and returned to his mother. 131 The court records noted that
the child's mother lived thirty miles "up the river to the place where she is employed." 132
The trial correspondence indicates that the Freedmen' s Bureau went to the mother's
residence, brought the child to the Bureau court, and ordered him and his mother to
testify along with Mrs. McLaughlin. After a thorough investigation, the Bureau
ascertained that the child' s mother was "a good, industrial woman, able to support the
child." 133 After proving that she could properly provide for her offspring, the Freedmen' s
Bureau ruled that Mrs. McLaughlin return the child to his mother's care. If freedwomen
wanted the federal government to grant primary custody to them, they had to show that
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they were indeed "industrial" and found secure employment with an income. Therefore,
this particular dispute highlights how crucial employment was to freedwomen in their
quest to be recognized as able mothers.
When freed women abused their children in the midst of the unstable
postemancipation period and early Reconstruction, young newly-freed slaves sought
employment opportunities to distance themselves from their abusive mothers. Even
young former slaves understood the importance of free employment and did not shy from
seeking assistance from the Freedmen's Bureau. In a unique case, an eight-year-old girl
named Harriet Bather filed a complaint against her mother, Rachel Johnson, on May 25,
1866. Harriet claimed that her mother "had left her and shamefully beaten her." 134 After
the assault, Harriet's mother hired her out to Mrs. Shanden who employed her as a
domestic for $2 a month. Two months later, Harriet's mother threatened to hire her to
another family. Harriet then wrote to the Freedmen's Bureau and requested that an agent
write to her mother to ask for Harriet to stay with Mrs. Shanden. Harriet's mother
acquiesced to Harriet's demand after the Bureau agent who was assigned to the case
"directed that the girl will be permitted to remain with Mrs. Shanden." 135 This case shows
that employment in the postemancipation period provided freedwomen, both young and
old, with an avenue to become self-sufficient and to separate themselves from abusive
surroundings throughout the sugar parishes.
Since the Freedmen's Bureau defined itself as an agency dedicated to protecting
and providing for the freed community, the Bureau often expressed concern over the state
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of the African American community in their personal correspondence between parish and
state offices. On December 14, 1866, Alex Maisie, a Bureau agent in West Feliciana
Parish, sent an urgent letter to Captain W.H. Sterling at the state headquarters in New
Orleans, Louisiana. Maisie noted that the "condition of the freedmen is miserable" since
many were forced to steal crops in order to feed themselves and their families. 136 Due to
the bleak sugar economy, sugar planters were forced to sell their laborers' crops for
profits, stripping the freed community of their only means of sustenance. Additionally,
the correspondence revealed that the freed community was hesitant to enter into
employment contracts due to mistreatment by the local white society. In order to alleviate
the societal and racial tensions in the parish, Malsie stated that "some provisions for them
(the freedpeople) is greatly needed." 137 Maisie's plea to the Freedmen's Bureau for
provisions and his concern over the freed community's well-being illuminate the
impoverished conditions of the mid- l 860s.
In the bad economy, freedwomen continued to find employment in the public
sphere in a variety of work roles. While some chose to work in their homes or continued
to work in the cane fields, other freedwomen became entrepreneurs who owned
businesses or rented out their homes. A freedwoman named Priscilla Dolan both worked
as a maid and owned a neighborhood grocery store in Algiers, Louisiana. When freedmen
refused or could not pay their bills, Dolan took her complaints to the Freedmen' s Bureau
to make sure she was properly compensated. On April 9, 1867, Dolan filed a complaint
that George Lusitano was "indebted to her in the sum of$15.95 for groceries sold him on
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credit." 138 After a Bureau agent brought the complaint to Lusitano's attention, Lusitano
worked out a payment plan and agreed to pay Dolan the total by April 1, 1868. Just six
days later on April 15, 1867, Dolan filed another complaint against a different freedman,
Henry Johnson, to the Bureau headquarters in Algiers, Louisiana. Dolan stated that
Johnson owed her "the sum of $5.90 for groceries sold him on credit." 139 Following
Dolan's formal complaint to the Freedmen's Bureau, Johnson settled the case and cleared
his debts with Dolan. 140 In her pursuit of payment, Dolan controlled her business space
and her role as an entrepreneur in one of Louisiana's sugar parishes. These complaints
reveal not only the various roles freedwomen held in the postemancipation world, but
also their demand to be treated as equals by both the white community and their black
male counterparts.
While the home was sometimes a contested terrain for the freed community
throughout the 1860s, it was also a place of employment. The Freedmen's Bureau records
reveal that many freedwomen rented out their houses or rooms to other freed people
throughout the sugar parishes. When renters did not pay their expenses, freedwomen did
not hesitate to file complaints with the Freedmen's Bureau. On May 29, 1867 in Orleans
Parish, Christina Dor filed a complaint against Mr. John Claiborne "who is occupying her
house and refused to pay her the rent." 141 The parish office required that Dor provide
evidence to support her claim. After providing "sufficient evidence" to prove the validity
of her complaint, the Freedmen's Bureau office ordered Claiborne to pay "Christina for
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the property he occupied." 142 These disputes reveal that freedwomen were not just
confined to field labor or domestic work roles; they were also entrepreneurs who ran their
own businesses.
Though many freedwomen filed complaints with the Bureau against unfair labor
practices, Bureau agents expected freedwomen to act according to state law and their
ideals of proper decorum. If freedwomen wanted to be treated as citizens, the Freedmen' s
Bureau sought to treat them as such, holding them to state judicial traditions. This point is
especially evident in labor disputes where freedwomen did not adhere to their
employment contracts. On May 12, 1867, a freedwoman, Elizabeth, complained that Mrs.
Washington did not pay her for a month and eighteen days of work. Mrs. Washington
"denied being indebted to her" since she paid her $2 in addition to her first month' s
wages. 143 Furthermore, Washington averred that Elizabeth did not complete her labor
contract, quitting before her second month of employment ended. The agents determined
that Elizabeth did leave before her contract expired. Therefore, according to Act 2721 of
the Civil Code of Louisiana, Mrs. Washington was permitted not to pay Elizabeth for the
eighteen days of wages because "she left before the expiration of the month contract."
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Despite the freed community's need for wages, the Freedmen' s Bureau ensured that
freedwomen were not above the law. In their claims for citizenship, freedwomen were
expected to act in accordance with the state's statutes regarding employment contracts.
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Additionally, this dispute illustrates the Freedmen's Bureau's respect for proper contracts
between the freed people and white employers, and the expectation that freedwomen
would complete their labor agreements.
Though the Freedmen' s Bureau expected freedwomen to labor diligently and
dutifully, freedwomen were determined to prove that they were in control of their bodies
and ability to work. One sugar planter, W. Thomas Rogers, expressed concern to the
Freedmen's Bureau when one woman laborer refused to work on May 4, 1866. In a letter
to Captain Wilkerson, Rogers complains that this freedwoman "lays up in her house
nearly all of the time."
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Rogers elaborates that "she has been out in the fields about

three days in three weeks" as the freedwoman claims to be "sick." 147 The man requests
Bureau agents to come " out to my house and see for yourself' since he would like to
focus on attempts "to make a crop." 148 Refusing to work or feigning illnesses were
common tactics freedpeople employed not only to resist their strenuous work schedules
but also to demonstrate that they could no longer be controlled by their employers.
Louisiana freedwomen used these strategies to claim ownership over their labor and time,
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something they did not own during the antebellum slave system in the sugar parishes.

Some freedwomen became violent when their employers refused to pay them for
their labor. When Olive Runnels's employer, Mr. Thomas, refused to pay her due wages,
she took matters into her own hands by filing a complaint with the Freedmen's Bureau
office in Jefferson Parish. Mr. Thomas testified that when he refused to pay Olive, he
"wanted to put Olive off the plantation for breaking house furniture and she struck him
with a stick." 149 After investigation, Olive confessed that she retaliated for unpaid wages
by attacking Thomas and his personal belongings. The Freedmen' s Bureau ordered
Thomas to pay Olive but to deduct damages from her total wage earnings.
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This verdict

reveals that the Bureau regarded employment contracts highly and expected white
employers to pay their employees, many of whom were freedwomen. However, this case
also illustrates that freed women were held to the strict bounds of state law and were only
treated as free laborers if they met the Bureau's standards of proper decorum.
The Freedmen' s Bureau sometimes told freedwomen how to behave as mothers
so that their children could become dutiful laborers when employed in the future. When
Mrs. Becky heard that her child's employer, named Jack Hamilton, had assaulted and
refused to pay her daughter, she filed a complaint with the Orleans Parish Freedmen' s
Bureau headquarters. Hamilton defended his actions by claiming that the "girl had stolen
three dollars from him" and subsequently lied to him when he questioned her about the
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missing money. 151 Therefore, he felt justified in his abusive actions. During the thorough
investigation into Mrs. Becky's case, her daughter admitted that she stole her employer's
money and lied to cover up her mistake. Since the young girl admitted her actions, the
Freedmen's Bureau did not chastise her but "the mother was directed to punish the
girl." 152 Because of the young girl's bad behavior, the Bureau agents did not force
Hamilton to pay her back wages since they felt it was black women's duty to show their
young daughters how to be diligent laborers. Still, Becky's actions reveal her desire, as a
mother and freedwoman, to take legal action to protect her child.
The Freedmen's Bureau's emphasis on education for the formerly enslaved
population throughout the South meant that agents oversaw the operation of Freedmen
Schools and that freedwomen were employed as teachers. Life as a teacher was not easy.
Freedwomen were underpaid, schools were understaffed, and hostile whites harassed
black students and their teachers. 153 Some freedwomen went to the Freedmen's Bureau to
protect their students when violence erupted. In Jefferson Parish, Ms. Markle, a school
teacher on a plantation school run by the Freedmen's Bureau, filed a formal complaint
against one Mr. White who "had shot one of her school boys." 154 The parish office
ordered Mr. White to pay for medical treatment for the student until he recovered.
However, the Bureau did not file criminal charges against White. 155 Additionally, the
testimony revealed that the parish Bureau office could not provide any support, either
'\
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financial or security, to bolster the Bureau' s educational efforts. Regardless of the
agency's inability to protect the school, Markle demonstrated her responsibilities as a free
laborer who demanded a secure learning environment for her students.
Labor disputes filed with the Department of the Gulf and the Freedmen's Bureau
prove that black women did not shy away from the public sphere. These women sought
various kinds of employment as entrepreneurs, plantation school teachers, and servants.
By 1868, freedwomen continued to seek employment in the cane fields. In St. Landry
Parish alone, the Freedmen's Bureau contracted 300 freedwomen to work on 33 sugar
mills. 156 Regardless of the various work roles African American women fulfilled in
Louisiana's sugar country, they continued to demand compensation, nonviolent treatment
from employers, and the ability to provide for themselves.

Uncertainty and chaos cloaked Louisiana's sugar country as the sugar industry
quickly declined, the planters lost their authority, and freedwomen entered the public
sphere to claim citizenship in the 1860s. During the war, enslaved people resisted their
masters' rule by voicing discontent, threatening to leave plantations, and attacking white
planters. Still, employment registers after emancipation reveal that African American
women continued to seek employment as field laborers. After the federal government
created the Freedmen's Bureau in March 1865, freedwomen lodged numerous labor
complaints at the various Bureau offices. These labor complaints reveal that freedwomen
were employed in a variety of roles-including field laborers, business owners, landlords,
domestics, and school teachers. In their attempts to gain fair treatment as free laborers,
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freedwomen brought complaints to the Freemen's Bureau against southern Louisiana's
white community and their male counterparts. Through an analysis of freedwomen's
complaints, it becomes evident that they sought employment to take care of themselves
and compensation to provide for their families. Furthermore, these actions are
representative of freedwomen's collective efforts to define independence on their own
terms and to gain stability after years of servitude in a region defined by sugarcane
production.
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CHAPTER IV
GENDER AND DOMESTIC DISCONTENT
"Louisiana's star is shining bright,
General Banks is giving light,
Our Convention is doing ri?:ht,
And now we all are free." 57
On September 14, 1866, a freedman named Andrew Jackson complained to the
Freedmen's Bureau that his wife, Catherine Martin, had left him to live with another
man. Jackson demanded that he retain full custody of their child. Catherine Martin's
mother, Celeste Barry, testified on behalf of her son-in-law and stated that Jackson never
abused his wife. She also demanded that her grandchild be removed from her daughter' s
residence and told the Bureau that the child belonged with Jackson. During the custody
investigation, Catherine admitted that she had never considered herself legally married to
Jackson and " was engaged to another man, long before" she met Jackson. 158 After days of
investigation, the Freedmen' s Bureau directed Catherine Martin "to deliver the child to
her husband, Andrew Jackson, she having no cause whatsoever to leave him and live with
another man." 159 Many of the domestic disputes filed to the Freedmen' s Bureau, like
Jackson and Martin' s dispute, reveal the contested nature of postemancipation African
American relationships. This chapter details the various types of domestic disputes filed
by the freed community in the sugar parishes and how freedwomen attempted to protect
their rights as mothers and wives in the postemancipation period.
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After the end of the Confederacy in 1865, newly-freed slaves in the sugar parishes
faced the daunting task of rebuilding their communities. During Reconstruction,
freedpeople emphasized the importance of family autonomy because slave owners had
controlled almost every aspect of slave families, including marriages and forced
separations. When conflict did occur within relationships, freedpeople turned to the
Freedmen's Bureau to exercise their rights as free persons, manipulating the political
sphere to gain control over their private lives. This chapter employs Freedmen's Bureau
records to argue that Louisiana freedwomen filed domestic disputes to engage with the
white community, laying the foundation for African American citizenship. Even though
sugar plantations were not a conducive atmosphere for slave families to flourish, African
American women sought comfort and support from their families to escape from their
lives in servitude. Their dependence on family bonds is demonstrated through numerous
domestic dispute claims, where freedwomen attempted to reunite with their husbands and
protect their children from financial loss and the apprenticeship system. However,
domestic disputes filed with the Freedmen's Bureau also reveal that Louisiana
freedwomen utilized the political sphere to assert their demands for equality, child
custody, land ownership, and to object to domestic abuse from their partners.
Infidelity, abandonment, disputes over child custody, and property claims fueled
these domestic disputes. Years of servitude strained African American families and,
during Reconstruction, freedmen felt pressured to provide for their families in the face of
white prejudice and little economic promise. Similarly, the freed community expected
freedwomen to be ideal domestic women who provided for their families, but then the
white community chastised freedwomen if they withdrew from field labor to care for
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their families. 160 When violence or disagreements took place within their relationships,
freedwomen and men sought support from the Freedmen's Bureau. Some scholars have
noted that freedwomen often did not bring their complaints to Bureau agents due to fear
or mistrust. 161 However, it is important to focus on the freedpeople who did file
complaints with the government agency because they reveal their determination to gain
African American citizenship.
During Reconstruction, many African American men migrated to urban areas for
economic opportunities and to begin anew, often leaving their families behind. In 1870,
157,044 African Americans lived in the sugar parishes compared to 182,020 African
Americans in 1860. 162 Given the population loss of 24,976 African Americans in the
sugar parishes in that decade, it is not surprising that abandonment claims filed by
freedwomen were common. While Laura Edwards contends that freedwomen did not
"consider provision and protection the exclusive province of men," some complaints filed
by Louisiana freedwomen suggest otherwise. 163 For example, inAugust 1865 K. Ann
Washington's husband abandoned her, prompting her to complain that her husband "does
nothing for her" and their ten-month-old child. Subsequently, the Bureau demanded that
her husband, Hudson Washington, pay $4 in child support every month until their child
reached ten years of age. 164 Struggling to provide for her family, Mrs. Washington
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demanded legal recognition as a wife and mother to hold her husband responsible for
financial support. This demonstrates the Bureau's desire to hold freedmen accountable to
support their families. Analyzing dispute claims, like Washington's, reveals that African
American women used legal channels to exercise their rights as free persons,
demonstrating their knowledge of contemporary law.
Freedwomen filed domestic dispute complaints to protect their children in times
of financial need. For freedwomen in the sugar parishes, their newfound ability to act as
legal mothers led many to the Freedmen's Bureau to hold freedmen responsible for
financial support so that they might care for their children. On October 9, 1865, Celestine
Trudeau traveled to the Orleans Parish Bureau office and filed a complaint against Oscar
Lanause for "refusing to support his child." 165 Oscar pled guilty to this charge and the
Freedmen's Bureau ordered him to pay $5 every month until September 1870. The
Bureau agents advised that Oscar "enter freely of his own will into a written obligation
with her for the faithful and prompt payment" to support their child. 166 This complaint
reveals that freedwomen sought federal assistance when fathers refused to provide
financial support for their dependents. 167 These familial strains continued throughout the
late 1860s as freedmen continued to move to other regions, seeking better employment
opportunities.
Since slave marriages were not regarded as legal entities during Louisiana's
antebellum period, many freedpeople rushed to solidify their relationships after the end of
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the Civil War. In a particular claim recorded on January 20, 1866, a freedwoman named
Martha Brown charged her partner Hleck Brown with neglect and abandonment. The
Bureau ordered that Hleck "procure this date from the Justice of the Peace, retain a
license, and marry the Plaintiff." 168 Furthermore, Bureau agents ordered him to a pay a
small fine for his absence since they believed he would never have returned to Martha
had she not filed her complaint. The fact that Hleck and Martha both had the same last
name but were not legally married in 1866 suggests that Martha wished for their
relationship to be legalized in the court system. As former slaves desired to leave the
brutality that haunted them from years of servitude in the sugar parishes, freedmen like
Hleck Brown often left relationships they had maintained while enslaved. To gain
recognition from Louisiana's white society and preserve their relationships, freedwomen
sought assistance from the Freedmen's Bureau, acted as capable citizens, and protected
their familial bonds.
Not only did freedwomen file abandonment claims against their male partners, but
they also felt it was their children's duty to support them. Many young men desired to
leave the region to find new opportunities, leaving their aging family members behind.
On February 7, 1866, Louisa Gaspard filed an abandonment complaint in which she
demanded proper housing and financial support from her own son, H.G. Gaspard. The
Bureau demanded Gaspard to pay $50 "towards the support of his mother" and to allow
her to stay in their former home. 169 While the previous two disputes show how
freedwomen claimed financial support so that they could care for their children, Louisa
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Gaspard's dispute reveals how elderly parents demanded assistance from their young
capable children. The Bureau's verdict demonstrates that freedwomen were more likely
to be successful in their claims if they aligned with the Bureau' s notions of female
dependency.
In addition to abandonment claims, many freedwomen filed infidelity claims to
preserve their familial bonds in their quest for African American citizenship. When
Dorcas Milton realized her husband had left her for another woman, she registered a
formal complaint against him and the other woman, Fanny Williams, on January 18,
1866. The Freedmen' s Court fined her husband, James Milton, ordered him to stay with
his family, and prohibited Williams " under any consideration to be seen in the presence
of James Milton under penalty of law." 170 Bureau agents regarded stable marriages
among freedpeople as a " civilizing element" that fostered social order.

17 1

To preserve the

shaky marriage, the agents demanded James Milton to tend to his lawful wife and
prohibited him from the company of Fanny Williams to limit temptation. Complaints
similar to the one placed by Dorcas Milton were determined efforts by ex-slave women in
Louisiana' s sugar parishes to protect their marriages, relationships, and families, as many
sought aid from the federal government for the first time in their lives.
However, Milton's case did not end with this verdict. Two days later on January
20, 1866, she filed another complaint against Fanny Williams. Milton accused Williams
of "concealing a man"-Dorcas' s husband. The records reveal that after James was
ordered to leave Fanny Williams and return to Dorcas, he continued to stay with
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Williams in order to evade the Bureau's verdict. 172 The Bureau then ordered Williams to
return Dorcas' s personal effects and her husband to Dorcas's residence. Furthermore,
Williams was "not to allow herself under any consideration to be seen in the presence of
the aforesaid James Milton under penalty of the law." 173 The Bureau's language
illustrates that the agents still regarded freedpeople as property by calling James Milton a
"personal effect." This dispute not only reveals Dorcas' s determination to have her
family together, but it also shows James' s desire to depart from his lawful marriage. As
freedmen left the region in large numbers after the Civil War, freedwomen faced the
reality of spousal abandonment. Many freedwomen, like Dorcas, turned to the
Freedmen's Bureau to file claims for the support they felt they deserved as free wives and
mothers. Furthermore, Dorcas Milton's case reveals that freedwomen desired familial
security and stability as they attempted to act as free persons during Louisiana's hectic
postbellum period.
While some dispute claims reveal that freedwomen in the sugar parishes wished
to repair their relationships, others illustrate that freedwomen left their relationships due
to unfaithful spouses. A freedwoman from Orleans Parish named Mary Nansis filed a
complaint against her husband for spending her money while "maybe having another
wife." 174 The Bureau agents stated they "could do nothing" for her and referred her to the
district court for further counsel. 175 This dispute reveals that Mary refused to let her
husband control property that she felt legally belonged to her while he maintained
172
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multiple intimate relationships. The Bureau's statement that they could not help Mary
reveals the contested nature of relationships in the postemancipation period, where
freedpeople abandoned their past relationships, started new relationships, and abused
their partners. However, Freedmen's Bureau complaints illustrate that freedwomen held
their partners responsible for the promises they made while in servitude.
Some claims made to the Freedmen' s Bureau in the late 1860s reveal that not only
freedmen cheated on their wives, but that freedwomen also exhibited unfaithful behavior.
A freedman by the name of Peter Tesset filed a complaint against his wife of six years,
Eliza Tesset. According to Tesset's claim, Eliza left Peter for another man who lived on a
plantation in East Feliciana Parish and Peter wished for the Freedmen's Bureau to order
the return of his wife. To Peter's despair, Eliza proved they were never legally married.
Thus, the Freedmen's Bureau decided that Eliza could not be forced to return against her
wishes. 176 Another explanation for their decision to not force Eliza to return is that the
couple did not have children, meaning that Eliza did not have to be a domestic caregiver
like other freedwomen. Furthermore, Bureau agents felt that it was improper for
physically-able freedmen to seek assistance from the federal government, so they were
less likely to side with Peter Tesset.
The need to protect their offspring motivated freedwomen to go to great lengths to
fight for custody of their children in Freedmen's Bureau courtrooms. Violence often
erupted in these domestic disputes when both parents fought for legal recognition as
guardians. Pleasant Arceneau's complaint illustrates the tensions surrounding custody
disputes when parents were consumed with fears of losing their children. Pleasant
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reported to the Freedmen's Bureau that her estranged husband, John, broke into her
residence as she was punishing their son. The Bureau's record states that he "beat and
choked her," and then proceeded to take their son away on the grounds that his wife had
punished the boy too severely. Bureau agents found that Pleasant did not irrationally
punish their child and that her husband "abused her without cause." 177 Furthermore, the
Bureau ordered John to return their son to Pleasant's custody and not to interfere with her
decisions regarding proper child punishment. This verdict supports the arguments of
scholars, like Kaiser-Farmer, who argue that Bureau agents were more likely to side with
freedwomen in custody disputes since they were the primary caregivers during slavery. 178
Bureau agents continued to emphasize the Victorian ideology of separate spheres, where
women were in charge of domestic duties while men were expected to be the economic
providers. Therefore, the Bureau established that John crossed proper gender boundaries
by criticizing Pleasant' s parenting and he was ordered to not involve himself in future
conflicts over parenting duties. Custody battles reveal the contested terrain of gender
roles within unstable relationships that often resulted in violence between African
American men and women.
However, not all custody disputes favored the maternal rights of freedwomen in
the sugar parishes. With the decline in sugar production during the mid-1860s, many
freedmen migrated to different parishes to find work on nearby plantations or drifted into
urban areas.
177
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custody of their children. A freedman, Joe Hickley, moved away from his family when an
employment opportunity appeared on a sugar plantation owned by Mr. Fletcher in West
Feliciana Parish. When Hickley moved away from his native Port Hudson, he took his
child away from his wife, Mary Hickley. Upon Joe Hickley's death years later, his
daughter remained under Fletcher's custody to continue working for him. When Mary
Hickley realized this, she requested the return of her daughter but Fletcher "refused to let
her have her child back." 180 The Bureau ordered the child to finish her labor agreement
with Fletcher then to return to her mother's custody as soon as the agreement was
complete. This dispute reveals the ever-present realities of sugar production in
freedpeoples' lives as employment opportunities dictated family separation and child
employment.
The chaos that enveloped the freed community during Reconstruction adversely
affected family bonds, especially when single mothers were unable to secure the custody
of their children due to the apprenticeship system. Following the Civil War, the
Freedmen's Bureau established the apprenticeship system in which young freed people
were hired out for wages if their parents could not support them. 181 However, Bureau
agents often regarded single African American mothers as unworthy guardians since they
could not earn a stable income and had dim employment prospects. Subsequently, the
Bureau allowed for freedwomen' s children to be apprenticed, hired out, and taken from
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their custody. 182 This happened to one freedwoman named Mary Sonluve, whose
daughter was apprenticed as a domestic servant. Sonluve requested the Freedmen's
Bureau to intervene so that she could see her daughter, who was employed by Mrs. Lewis
in August of 1865. The Bureau "allowed the child to appear" but only for a limited time,
as her daughter was expected to return to Mrs. Lewis 's custody. 183 This case
demonstrates that Mary Sonluve relied on the Freedmen' s Bureau to grant her visitation
since she did not possess parental rights to see her own daughter whenever she wished.
Even though the freedwomen 's inability to earn a stable income in Louisiana's
postbellum society was used against them by the Freedmen' s Bureau, as illustrated by the
apprentice system, freedwomen continued to frequent the Bureau to assert their legal
rights as mothers.
As freedwomen fought with sugar planters and the apprenticeship system for their
maternal rights, domestic disputes over child custody also show that freedmen were
unwilling to relinquish their rights as fathers. When Solomon Atkins's estranged wife did
not allow him to see their son, he filed a complaint with the Freedmen's Bureau. He
claimed that his wife, Frances, had their child but "would not allow him to be near" the
child. Frances retorted that Solomon "never had such a child" and refused to
acknowledge that he was the father. 184 The Bureau agents summoned Frances and the
child to allow them to investigate the validity of Solomon's claim. The nature of this case
reveals the complexities of former slaves' relationships, as it was difficult to prove if
Solomon was the father of the child in question. When estranged parents could not come
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to terms with visitation or custody arrangements, many sought support from the
Freedmen' s Bureau. While some freedmen asserted their rights to see their children,
freedwomen also demanded to be recognized as mothers in their own community.
Freedwomen also had to fight with their immediate kin to gain child custody. On
January 31 , 1867, Priscilla Gomand filed a complaint against her brother, Terry Meyers,
to regain custody of her son. The report states that Meyers held custody of Gomand' s
twelve-year-old son, George, and he "refused to give him up to her." 185 The Bureau sided
with Meyers, because Gomand was unable to support her child. Even though freedwomen
went to the Bureau to claim custody of their children and to reunite their separated
families, the Freedmen' s Bureau often took freedwomen's parental rights away if they
were seen as unfit protectors. This specific case highlights that freedwomen not only
fought custody battles with their estranged husbands, relationship partners, and white
sugar planters, but they also combatted such issues with immediate family members.
Conflicts over child custody were not the only struggles in which freedwomen
demanded recognition of their maternal rights. Property disputes, where freedwomen
claimed their rights to clothes, furniture, and small property holdings, constitute a notable
portion of complaints found in the registers of freedpeoples' complaints throughout the
sugar parishes. When Richard Craig disposed of his wife's clothing, Caroline Craig filed
a complaint demanding a divorce, payment for the clothes he had destroyed, and payment
for the four years she lived with him as his wife. While Caroline expected compensation
for her destroyed property, this complaint also suggests that she recognized the value of
her domestic labor. The Bureau agents found that Richard had supported Caroline
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throughout their marriage, fulfilling his role as a provider. They did order him to repay
her for the clothes he damaged but dismissed her demand of payment for the time she
served as his spouse. 186 Despite the Bureau's refusal of spousal reimbursement,
Caroline's demands reveal that she felt deserving of treatment and recognition as
Richard's wife in the form of monetary support. Furthermore, this case suggests that
Caroline not only valued her role as a wife, but she also regarded herself as a domestic
laborer. Caroline's case is different from the other previously discussed domestic disputes
because she did not fit the Bureau's gendered ideals. As Kaiser-Farmer posits,
freedwomen who adhered to their values of "dependency, domesticity, and motherhood"
were more successful in their claims to the Bureau. 187 Since Caroline did not have
children and the additional money would not be used to support a family, the Freedmen's
Bureau did not rule in her favor. However, Bureau agents demanded that the ex-husbands
of K. Ann Washington and Dorcas Milton support them in order to care for their children.
The presence of children is what distinguishes the previous two claims from that of
Caroline Craig. These distinct domestic disputes are valuable sources because they
illuminate larger societal struggles that plagued African American relationships, how
Bureau agents mediated such complaints, and what African American men and women
demanded of their partners.
The instability of African American relationships in Louisiana's sugar country is
also highlighted through numerous land disputes brought to the Freedmen's Bureau
immediately following the Civil War. In these struggles for land ownership, former
spouses fought for their property in their own communities and for legal recognition by
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the white community of their land ownership. On January 18, 1867, Bill Hill filed a
complaint against his former wife, Clarisa Hill, because she took land that he claimed
belonged to him. Hill's testimony reveals that he bought land as a slave but had to place
the deed under his wife' s name to maintain control over it. 188 Since their marriage was
not recognized as a legal union during slavery, Clarisa left Ben and took control of his
land as soon as she was free. Ben complained to the Bureau that Clarisa was now living
with another man and threatened to sell his land "for her own benefit." 189 Ben requested
the Bureau to protect the land he purchased thirty years prior as a slave. The agents
agreed to investigate Hill's claim, but the agents referred his case to the national
Freedmen's Bureau office. This dispute illustrates the priority freedpeople placed on land
ownership in the postemancipation period in Louisiana' s sugar parishes. 190 As Hill 's
dispute shows, freedwomen asserted their rights as land owners to the Freedmen's
Bureau, laying claim to physical space within their own communities.
Other domestic disputes reveal that freedwomen acted violently toward their male
partners, illustrating how strained relationships were part of Louisiana's postbellum
society in the sugar parishes. In a property dispute that echoed Caroline Craig's demand
that her husband reimburse her for clothes he destroyed, Fanni Adams accused her
husband of destroying her clothes and other personal effects. The testimony reveals that
Fanni physically attacked her husband, Mr. Greene, who then filed a complaint against
188
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Fanni for assault. The Bureau agents responded to these complaints by referring this case
for prosecution under the jurisdiction of the St. Charles Parish justice of the peace and the
St. Charles Bureau captain, Captain Blanchard. 191 This particular case demonstrates that
domestic violence among freedpeople was committed not only by freedmen; freedwomen
were aggressors as well. For Fanni, the destruction of her personal property was
justification to assault her husband, illustrating that freedwomen demanded respect of
their space in relationships. This case reveals that contested struggles for space and
freedom plagued freedpeople during Louisiana's postemancipation era when freedpeople
attempted to live as independent free persons who could eventually own property and
exercise the right to vote.
Additional cases prove that domestic violence erupted among freedpeople for
unspecified reasons. A close analysis of these violent cases reveals more about the
contested spaces within African American families, relationships, and communities. The
fact that many freedwomen chose to report such violent actions to the Freedmen's Bureau
illustrates their determination to be seen as equal in their relationships. On June 3, 1867,
Eve Winfield filed a domestic dispute claim against her husband, Benjamin Winfield. In
her claim, Eve stated that her husband "beat her badly" and even "struck her repeatedly
with a board." 192 Further testimony reveals that the incident began as a "sport but ended
in a fight. " 193 Similar to other domestic dispute cases, the Bureau reported the incident to
the civil authorities for further investigation. By employing these domestic disputes as a
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lens into the unstable environment during Reconstruction, it is evident that large numbers
of freedwomen requested the federal government to interfere in their personal
relationships for protection. Freedwomen' s interaction with the Freedmen' s Bureau
agents meant that their familial conflicts were confined not only to domestic spaces. The
lines between public space and private space consistently blurred when Bureau agents
investigated the complexities of freed people' s relationships to mediate disputes.
While free persons filed the majority of these dispute complaints in strained
relationships, other cases reveal that outsiders also interfered in domestic conflicts. When
P.H. Fairbanks witnessed a freedwoman, Millis Johnson, repeatedly beating her children,
he filed a complaint to the Freedmen's Bureau against her for abuse on May 16, 1867. In
his testimony, Fairbanks revealed that Johnson beat her children "almost every night,"
disturbing the neighborhood peace. 194 The beatings occurred after she sent her children
daily to gather rags, iron, and foods scraps for the family. However, Fairbanks's
testimony stated that Johnson was never satisfied with the children' s earnings and would
beat them as punishment. The Bureau agents went to Johnson' s house and confirmed the
ill treatment. The agents demanded that Johnson stop the abuse and warned that they
would apprentice her children to "parties who would give them good treatment" should
she refuse to stop the abuse. 195 Even though Johnson abused her children in her private
home, neighbors requested government intervention to demand Johnson cease the abuse
of her young children. Furthermore, the Bureau entered Johnson's home to investigate the
accusations of abuse, blurring the boundaries between the private and public spheres.
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Other domestic dispute cases show that the freed community was still granted little
privacy in their familial affairs. Just as white slave owners monitored slave families,
freed families and relationships were never truly private entities, as they were observed
by white Bureau agents and others within their community.
The Freedmen's Bureau also interfered in freedpeoples ' employment if work
duties threatened familial stability. On May 25, 1867, Mrs. Louisa Eliver filed a
complaint against her husband who supposedly beat her and "put her out of the house." 196
According to the testimony, Eliver' s husband was a doctor for the freed community in
Orleans Parish. She admitted that she was not secure about his employment and was
"jealous of him working on black women patients." 197 To save the marriage, the Orleans
Parish Bureau office ordered her husband to no longer work with women patients. For the
Freedmen' s Bureau, it was more important that the marriage remain intact than for her
husband to fulfill the duties of his profession. Again, this case reveals how the regulations
of the Freedmen' s Bureau consistently crossed the boundaries between private and public
spheres of freed peoples' marriages.
The right to act as citizens motivated freedwomen to become visible in the
political sphere in Louisiana's sugar parishes during the postemancipation era. The act of
filing domestic dispute claims revolved around freedwomen 's use of political space.
When the federal government established the Freedmen's Bureau, it was designed as an
institution where freedpeople could seek guidance, ask for protection, and find mediation
for disputes. While agents controlled the space of the Freedmen' s Bureau, it was the
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freedwomen's decision to enter the public sphere to gain control over their private sphere.
Freedwomen not only entered the political sphere, they manipulated the space by
adhering to the Bureau' s northern ideals of domesticity and dependency. Even though the
freedwomen were assertive in their attempts to gain civil rights, the federal government
dictated their actions.
When Louisiana's freedpeople filed complaints with the Freedmen's Bureau, they
were acting within a bureaucratic system that was originally designed as a temporary
point of assistance for newly-freed slaves to adjust to freedom. The actions of the Bureau
agents suggest that they were guided by a paternalistic ethos. Not only do the agents'
actions demonstrate the Bureau's protective nature, the language they used in the
numerous domestic dispute claims reveals that the officers felt as if they were
"counselors or therapists." 198 When one freedman complained about his wife's alleged
misconduct, the Bureau agents investigated his claim and their verdict stated that "the
wife agrees to reform." 199 This language suggests that the agents did not punish the
freedwoman. Instead, Bureau agents provided counsel on how proper women were
expected to act in the postbellum South, according to the Freedmen's Bureau's ideals of
domestic gender norms.
The Freedmen' s Bureau staff not only instructed freedwomen about their version
of proper decorum for free citizens, but they also taught freedmen how to be industrious
men. The language used in domestic dispute testimonies and hearings illustrate the
Bureau's desire to provide such guidance to freedmen. When Phoebe Matthews filed a
complaint against her husband, Charley Matthews, for spousal abandonment, the Bureau
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agents questioned Charley. The case did not go further since the Bureau noted that
Charley "promises to go back to his wife and behave like a husband and father. " 200 The
Bureau agents expected Charley to be present and support his family, thus fulfilling their
ideal of a male provider. As the testimonies have revealed, the freed community engaged
with the paternalistic institution and flocked to the Bureau in times of need. In order to
receive the help they desired, freedwomen often appeared dependent when filing
domestic complaints. If they had children or were abandoned by their husbands, they
would often receive child support as opposed to single freedwomen who had no family to
support. This demonstrates that the freedwomen utilized the Freedmen's Bureau for their
benefit, since many knew how to successfully appeal to the Bureau. 201 Freedwomen
exerted agency by manipulating their domestic dispute claims to demand assistance from
the federal government.
While domestic disputes filed by freedwomen in the sugar parishes reveal their
determination to gain African American citizenship, freedwomen's contested political
standing is also revealed throughout numerous testimonies. Freedwomen understood that
it was imperative to appear as a proper woman-symbolized by dependency, gentility,
and domesticity-to receive assistance from the Bureau. They knew that they had to
transform themselves to fit the ideals of the Freedmen's Bureau. Therefore, their
assertions of freedom were motivated by the white bureau agents throughout southern
Louisiana. Additionally, freedwomen also had to appear before white men to file these
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complaints, which was not an easy task in the violent Reconstruction period. Their
willingness to do this demonstrates their high regard for families and their desire for
protection of their children in the sugar parishes. 202As these multiple domestic disputes
illustrate, emancipation was not a monolithic experience for the southern slave
community. Freedwomen in Louisiana's sugar country endured population dislocations,
economic depression due to a stark decline in sugar production, low wages, lack of
employment opportunities, shattered families, the apprenticeship system, and abusive
relationships. Even though many freedwomen frequented the offices of the Freedmen's
Bureau to protect themselves, their societal conditions would only worsen in the late
1860s due to growing resentment from the southern white community.
Lack of support for the Freedmen's Bureau and resistance to the freed
community' s presence in the public sphere characterize the tense societal relations that
surrounded the freed community in the late 1860s in southern Louisiana. An editorial that
appeared in the Natchitoches Spectator on February 6, 1868 details how the white
community desired for the postbellum South to resemble the antebellum South. The essay
also reveals how whites were disappointed by the assistance given to the freed
community. Thomas McIntyre wrote, "While the Negro was a slave, he wanted nothing;
now that he is free, so-called, he is in continual want."
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The article illuminates the

concern of Louisiana whites that the Freedmen' s Bureau was a burden on the southern
economy by taxing the public to fund its efforts. Furthermore, the editorial states that the
white community did not approve of the interference of the federal government in their
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daily life. Thomas McIntyre pled in his editorial for the government to "remove
burdensome taxation" and subsequently "the coffers of the government will overflow
with treasure derived from our industry."204 While this editorial represents only one
person's sentiments, the content provides insight into the tense environment surrounding
the freed community and the Freedmen's Bureau in southern Louisiana.
An unsupportive white population was just one of the many obstacles that plagued
the Freedmen's Bureau in the late 1860s. Despite their efforts to provide assistance to
Louisiana's newly freed slaves, the Bureau was constantly understaffed and combated
both uncooperative freedpeople who opposed their gender ideologies and a hostile white
population. Moreover, Bureau leadership in the state was constantly in flux as the
position of Louisiana's assistant commissioner shifted between Conway, Fullerton, Baird,
Sheridan, and Mower between 1865 and 1867. 205 Resulting from these multiple
complications, the Freedmen's Bureau began to scale back its presence in 1867. All
Bureau offices and agents were removed from the state by the end of 1868. Despite the
Freedmen's Bureau's short presence in Louisiana, freedpeople consistently flocked to the
Bureau to file complaints to resist unfair labor practices, resolve child custody
disagreements, and mediate domestic violence within their families.
In April 1868, Louisiana was enveloped in chaos surrounding the .ratification of
the state constitution. The majority of the voters ratified the constitution; however, a large
part of the state's white citizenry voted against the ratification, while black citizens voted
in favor of the state's new constitution. Furthermore, the Republican candidate, Henry
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Clay Warmoth, was voted into office by 63 percent of the state's voters, a large number
of whom resided in the sugar parishes. 206 White Democrats in the sugar parishes lashed
out violently to intimidate the freed community from participating in politics and
bringing an end to Reconstruction. Freedpeople complained that their white employers
fired them if they refused to register as Democrats or if they voted for the Republican
government. In 1868, a race riot erupted in St. Bernard Parish, where a freedman was
murdered for arguing with Democrats. The parish-wide violence resulted in an additional
four deaths, which illustrates the violence surrounding Louisiana politics. 207 With the
closing of the Freedmen's Bureau in Louisiana and widespread violence throughout the
sugar parishes, the freed community's place in society was still unsolidified. Despite their
contested political status in the late 1860s, freedwomen's political activism throughout
the 1860s demonstrates their determination to gain African American citizenship in
Louisiana' s sugar country.

By analyzing these domestic dispute claims, certain patterns become evident
among the freed community in the sugar parishes during Reconstruction. These claims
support the recent historiography arguing that freedwomen asserted agency and were
present in the political sphere by filing complaints against the freedmen and white males,
who they felt treated them unjustly. However, this study shifts the focus of the historical
narrative of postemancipation violence by revealing that violence did not occur solely
between white men and freed communities; violence was also present within the African
American community. They also illustrate that Bureau agents handled freedpeoples'
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complaints differently between freedwomen and freedmen based on their northern gender
ideologies. 208Agents felt that it was improper for freedmen to appear dependent, while it
was acceptable for the Bureau to protect freedwomen's domestic rights as wives and
mothers. Furthermore, these claims reveal assertive attempts by freedwomen, acting as
mothers, wives, and property owners to protect themselves and their family bonds to gain
civil recognition.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
" Grant is close upon their track,
It's hard times in Dixie!
Southern fire won't turn him back,
Hard times in Dixie!"209
Racial tensions continued to plague Louisiana's sugar parishes throughout the
late-nineteenth century. After many years of receiving low wages and poor treatment
from their employers, black sugar workers called for a strike in 1887. Strikers in
Assumption, Lafourche, St. Mary, and Terrebonne parishes demanded higher wages,

°

extra pay for nighttime work, and payment in the form of paper money.2 1 Freedwomen
were active participants during the entirety of the strike. When white men marched into
the cane fields to restore order, they found "women waving their skirts on poles, and
jeering."211 Furthermore, freedwomen urged African American men to "fight-yes-fight
2 12

we'll be there" when the mass gunfire ensued on November 22, 1867.

Freedwomen in

the sugar parishes were not unaccustomed to supporting the black population' s quest for
citizenship as they had demanded fair treatment from the Freedmen's Bureau in the
postemancipation period. Despite gaining citizenship in 1870 and years of political
activism, freedwomen continued to face adversity throughout the 1870s and 1880s.
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Louisiana's sugar country was a different agricultural society in 1870 than it was
at the height of sugar production in 1850. In 1870, Louisiana produced 80,706 hogsheads
of sugar, a 64.3 percent decrease from the 1850 crop of 226,001 hogsheads. As the table
below illustrates, the three highest producing parishes in 1850-St. Mary, Iberville, and
St. James Parishes-experienced a drastic decline in sugar production by 1870. In 1850,
the three parishes collectively produced 69,743 hogsheads of sugar but produced 17,763
hogsheads of sugar by 1870. Years of sectional strife devastated Louisiana' s economy,
which heavily depended on the state' s sugar production.
Table 4
Percent of Production Decrease in Three Parishes from 1850-1870

Sugar-Producing
Parish (1850)

Total Pounds of
Sugar, 1850
(Hogsheads)

1. St. Mary Parish

24,765

6,591

74%

2. Iberville Parish

23,308

4,907

79%

3. St. James Parish

21,670

6,265

71%

Total Pounds of
Sugar, 1870
(Hogsheads)

Percent Decrease

Note: Compiled from both the 1850 and 1870 Census records: Armstrong, Agriculture of the United States in 1850; vol. 2, p. 486;
Walker, Agriculture of the United States in 1870 (Washington D.C. : Government Printing Office, 1872) vol. I, pp. 169.

While Louisiana was once responsible for producing 91.23 percent of the nation' s
sugar consumption in 1850, the Civil War and foreign competition brought devastation to
the state's industry. By the 1870s, 90 percent of the American sugar consumption was
imported from European and Cuban markets. 21 3 Europe's sugar market, reliant upon the
advancement of beet sugar, grew throughout the 1850s and 1860s. By the early 1880s,
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European beet sugar accounted for more than half of the world's sugar production,
overtaking the prominence of Louisiana' s cane sugar plantations. Furthermore, Cuban
sugar production doubled after the Civil War and became the main source of importation
for the American sugar market.

214

By the early and late 1870s, Louisiana's market was no

longer the principal source of sugar production, in contrast to its domination in the midnineteenth century.
Due to the decline in the region's sugar production, freedmen left their homes and
families for urban areas when they were unable to find employment. As the African
American population increased throughout sugar country, black women quickly grew to
outnumber men. By 1870, the sugar parishes contained 234,452 freedwomen and 229,462
freedmen.
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While freedmen left Louisiana's rural sugar country, the African American

population in the more urban Orleans and East Baton Rouge parishes drastically
increased by 1870. The population of African Americans in East Baton Rouge parish
increased from 6,351 in 1850 to 17,816 residents in 1870, representing a 64 percent
increase.
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Additionally, the population in East Baton Rouge Parish increased to 191 ,418

residents in 1870 from 18,068 in 1850.2 17 This shift illustrates that African American
women grew to outnumber men while more African Americans migrated to urban centers
throughout southern Louisiana.
This thesis shows that freedwomen throughout the sugar parishes consistently
sought to solidify African American citizenship status after emancipation. As Louisiana' s
sugar country transitioned to a wage labor society following emancipation, formerly
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enslaved women desired to care for themselves and their families, as they were free from
their slave masters ' rule. The Bureau attempted to provide freedwomen with safe and fair
work environments, as long as freedwomen desired to find employment. Even though the
Freedmen's Bureau set guidelines for white employers to adhere to, many freedwomen
filed complaints to various Bureau offices throughout the sugar parishes due to unfair
treatment. A thorough analysis of the complaints filed by freedwomen illustrate that they
sought payment of wages, nonviolent treatment from employers, and they desired to
make their own work schedules.
Though some historians have argued that black women retreated to the home after
slavery, others have shown that freedwomen continued to work in the public sphere and
in the fields. While working, freedwomen arranged their work schedules to fit their
families' needs. 218 Labor disputes, discussed in Chapter III, show that freedwomen in the
sugar parishes continued to work in the cane fields during the postemancipation period.
Freedwomen in Louisiana's sugar parishes labored in order to care for their families and
filed labor disputes to the Freedmen's Bureau in their efforts to lay the foundation for
African American citizenship.
The domestic sphere was another contested terrain for newly freed African
American women in Louisiana's sugar parishes in the late 1860s. African Americans
sought to gain control over their familial bonds after they spent years as their sugar
masters' chattel. The domestic disputes used throughout Chapter IV highlight the various
strains African American women and families faced during Louisiana' s early chaotic
Reconstruction period. Freedwomen flocked to the Freedmen' s Bureau to request
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financial support from absent husbands to care for their children. Freedwomen sought
assistance from the Bureau if their husbands left them for other women. They desperately
sought the help of agents if their children were apprenticed to other employers. While
freedwomen adhered to the Bureau's expectations of domesticity and dependency, the
numerous complaints show their desire to assert control over their personal lives and
familial bonds, a privilege they did not have as female slaves in sugar country.
The narrative of freedwomen's political activism in Louisiana's sugar parishes
does not end in 1870. While other historians have investigated black women' s activism in
other southern regions during the late-nineteenth century and early-twentieth century, no
such study exists for Louisiana's sugar country. 2 19 Future scholarship should investigate
the black women's struggle for suffrage and their continued fight for full citizenship in
this understudied rural region in southern Louisiana. This thesis provides the groundwork
for future exploration into the postemancipation activities of this region's African
American women. By illustrating that freedwomen utilized the public and political sphere
to repair familial bonds and to resolve labor conflicts in the sugar parishes, this study
demonstrates that black women were active participants in the struggle for African
American citizenship in southern Louisiana. Furthermore, numerous labor and domestic
complaints to the Freedmen's Bureau reveal freedwomen 's desire to control their labor
and repair their familial bonds following the rigorous and harsh antebellum slave regime
in Louisiana's sugar country
219

For an account that details African American women's political activism in the late-nineteenth
century and tum of the twentieth century see Tera Hunter's account of black women in postbellum Atlanta,
Tera Hunter, To 'Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women's Lives and Labors after the Civil War
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997). Additionally, see Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore's account
of middle-class African American women in early-twentieth century North Carolina, Glenda Elizabeth
Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina, 18961920 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 1996).
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APPENDIX

Percentage of Enslaved Males and Enslaved Females in the Highest Producing Sugar
Parishes

Sugar-Producing
Parish (1850)
1. St. Mary Parish

Total Pounds of
Sugar (Hogsheads)
24,765

2. Iberville Parish

23,308

3. St. James Parish

21,670

Enslaved Females

Enslaved Males

4,390
(45%)
3,984
(46%)
3,378
(44%)

5,460
(55%)
4,622
(54%)
4,378
(56%)

Note: Compiled from the 1850 Census: Armstrong, Agriculture of the United States in 1850 (Washington D.C. : Government Printing
Office, 1853), vol. 2, p. 486; Armstrong, Agriculture of the United States in 1850 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1853), 1850 Census, vol. I, p. 473.

Decline ofSugar Production in the Three Highest Producing Parishes.from 1850-1860

1. St. Mary Parish

Sugar Production
(1850)
Hogsheads
24,765

Sugar Production
(1860)
Hogsheads
30,73 1

2. Iberville Parish

23,308

10,828

3. St. James Parish

21,670

13,736

Sugar-Producing
Parish (1850)

Note: Compiled from both 1850 and 1860 Census records: Armstrong, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1850; (Washington D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1853), vol. 2, p. 486; Kennedy, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1860; (Washington D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1864), vol. 2, p. 68-69.
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Population Increase ofEnslaved Females in Three Sugar Parishes from 1850-1860

Sugar-Producing
Parish (1850)

Enslaved
Females (1850)

Enslaved Males
(1860)

1. Assumption Parish

24,765

30,731

2. St. Mary Parish

23,308

10,828

3. Terrebonne Parish

21,670

13,736

Note: Compiled from both the 1850 and 1860 Census records: 1850 Censu"s, vol. I, p. 473 and 1860 Census, vol. I , p. 190-193.

Percent ofProduction Decrease in Three Parishes from 1850-1870

Sugar-Producing
Parish (1850)

Total Pounds of
Sugar, 1850
(Hogsheads)

Total Pounds of
Sugar, 1870
(Hogsheads)

Percent Decrease

1. St. Mary Parish

24,765

6,591

74%

2. Iberville Parish

23,308

4,907

79%

3. St. James Parish

21,670

6,265

71%

Note: Compiled from both the 1850 and 1870 Census records: Armstrong, Agriculture ofthe United States in 1850; vol. 2, p. 486;
Walker, Agriculture ofthe Un ited States in 1870; vol. I, pp. 169.
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Louisiana Sugar Parishes (1850 - 1870)

f
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Louisiana

~ Sugar Parishes

Map of Louisiana's Sugar Parishes from 1850-1870. The sugar parishes are represented
by the lined section. Map recreated by Michael Maret, based off map originally created
by Robert F. Pace in Richard Follett's Sugar Masters.

85
Map of the Edward Gay Family Sugar Plantation in Plaquemines, Louisiana
(Circa 1852)
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Note: Map from Edward J. Gay and Family Papers, Mss 1295, Box 25, folder 205: Hill
Memorial Library, Louisiana State University.
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